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Advent 1, Year A 
Nov. 27, 2016 
St. James 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
There’s a big event coming that we’re all waiting for this time of year. 
 
But what is it we’re actually waiting for?  
This is a trick question.  
It’s a trick, because, yes… 
We know our culture is waiting for an overhyped Christmas, 
a time of spending, more spending, overspending, 
a time of stressing out over holiday decorations, 
ugly Christmas sweater contests, 
office parties, 
holiday travel,  
and did I mention spending?  
 
Not only that, but our culture sets before us an impossibly high standard 
of making Christmas perfect: 
finding the time to pick out just the right tree 
to bake homemade cookies, 
to pick out just the right gifts, 
for perfect children wearing perfectly matching pajamas 
to open on a perfect snowy Christmas morn, 
while the adults drink hot chocolate and bask in the glow of the Christmas 
tree. 
 
Sigh! 
 
Meanwhile, what we good Episcopalians are looking forward to 
is the more serious task  
of observing a Holy Advent 
for the next four weeks.  
Right?  
 
Well, yes and no.  
When you get right down to it, 
the popular vision of Christmas holds great sway, 
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even with pious Episcopalians 
who don’t attempt to bypass Advent, 
who don’t sing Christmas carols until Christmas Eve, 
who somehow manage to keep their shopping under budget 
and don’t gain weight during the holidays.  
 
Even those people  
have a hard time ignoring the popular ideal of Christmas. 
Even when our own Christmases invariably fall short. 
The yearning for that perfect Christmas  
has a profound hold over us; 
a hold unmatched by any other holiday or public event.  
It’s the thing we all want, 
and never can seem to attain. 
And yet every year, we try again, 
hoping that, maybe, this year will be different.  
 
Could it be that our nostalgic longings 
for vaguely remembered Christmases past  
have such power over us  
because of what they represent? 
The Christmas we long for  
may have been when we were children, 
or when our own children were young. 
A time when all our family was together, 
and we experienced the magic of Christmas through a child’s eyes.  
Maybe we long for this because  
what we really want  
is to once again believe  
in things that now seem impossible to us.  
Things like peace on earth and goodwill for all. 
 
The prophet Isaiah takes us to a mountain this morning, 
and he shows us another vision of what we long for. 
His words touch a place of such deep, deep yearning in our souls.  
 
First, he shows us a time when God’s presence  
will be clearly evident in our world.  
People everywhere will be drawn to God.  
No more half-full churches and empty Sunday schools  
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because everyone will converge out of a shared desire for divine instruction.  
 
Think how radical that is:  
all of us together –  
the family members who won’t come to church,  
the friends who’ve left church out of hurt or anger or frustration. 
They’re all back, right here with us.  
 
And for those of us whose own faith sometimes seems to hang by a thread,  
here is Isaiah declaring that one day,  
we can quit trying to get by  
on scraps and memories of long-ago spiritual experiences,  
because God’s presence will be strong.  
We’ll have no more doubts, no more questions. 
 
And then the word of the Lord will go forth  
and from that word will come justice.  
The world will change.  
Wrongs will be righted,  
inequalities will be balanced.  
And those weapons of war,  
they will be converted into instruments for sustaining life.  
The nations will put down their swords  
and will not train for war anymore.  
Instead, they will learn the ways of God.  
 
Now I will put that vision up against  
any ad Coca-Cola or Budweiser or Hallmark can come up with,  
against any innovation in cell phone technology,  
against any interactive toy, any consumer hype.  
Isaiah’s dream of unity, of justice, and of peace … 
now THAT truly does speak to our deepest hopes. 
 
And yet, you’ve got to say that on its face  
this is an impossible vision,  
an impossible dream.  
Practically speaking, you’d have to say  
Isaiah maybe should have kept his mouth shut, 
kept his vision to himself.  
Because it never happened.  
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From that day, some 2,700 year ago, up to this one,  
it never happened.  
And, quite possibly, it never will happen. 
 
And isn’t that what we’re really afraid of? 
Afraid that our hopes will be dashed again? 
As much as we long for a day when weapons are scrapped 
and hearts are transformed  
and people live in harmony together,  
we find it hard to believe that such a day will actually come. 
Even speaking about the end of time 
or of a time out of time when the Lord will come 
and set all things right … 
that’s a stretch for a lot of people.  
We just can’t believe that it will happen. 
It’s so much easier  
just to pin our hopes on Christmas gifts and holiday feasts  
than it is to open ourselves to the possibility  
of believing in the seemingly impossible.  
Better to give up on waiting at all 
than to wait faithfully, only to be disappointed again.   
 
And yet… 
I read about a poll a few years ago. 
It seems that people who expect to be mugged or burglarized 
in truth are no likelier nor any less likely to be victimized 
than people who don’t worry about such things.  
Worrying about it doesn’t change the odds. 
What thinking about  
and anticipating their potential victimization DOES do 
is to make people more fearful and hostile to outsiders.  
What we expect to happen 
doesn’t impact what actually happens.  
It only impacts how we feel while we’re waiting for it.  
 
The people of God in Isaiah’s time  
lived during constant wars and rumors of wars,  
just as we do today. 
Yet they still created this and other prophesies  
of a time in the future  
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when all the nations of the world  
would come together around the mountain of God,  
and God would speak and teach  
and they would listen  
and God would judge all their disputes. 
All conflict would end, 
and they would no longer have to study for war.  
They would lay down their swords  
and turn them into plowshares,  
and turn their spears into pruning hooks. 
 
Was it wrong to live out their lives expecting,  
anticipating, hoping for an age of peace and justice?  
Was it wrong to live in hope?  
Did their hope change their behavior, their demeanor,  
their love for one another in light of it?  
Would their lives have been better  
if they had been expecting only unceasing war? 
I don’t think so. 
 
Isaiah’s vision – just like the vision of Advent –  
is one of promise and of hope.  
Hope for a better world. 
We Christians get caught up in visions of the baby in the manger, 
and sometimes we forget  
that this baby would be the prince of peace. 
And as we lean forward, in hope, 
we see glimpses of what is “not yet.” 
 
In the end, what Isaiah offers us  
is not only a vision of global transformation,  
but an invitation to live toward that day.  
 
“O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord.”  
Hard as it may be to believe  
that a new and longed-for reality will take hold some day,  
there is power in walking in God’s light right now,  
one step at a time.  
 
And therein lies our calling this Advent season.  
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Therein lies the task we must take up,  
not just in Advent but throughout our lives.  
It is up to us to make God fully present.  
It is up to us to create those places where God can be seen. 
To create those places  
where God’s grace and love can be known,  
and where God’s justice can be lifted up.  
 
It may be that others will begin to see God 
only when WE model what God’s kingdom looks like, 
only when we demonstrate what it means to live in God’s peace. 
 
I believe that God is at work in the world even now  
and will bring to pass that day  
when the mountain of the Lord’s house  
will be lifted up above all the mountains.  
We may not know when that hour is coming, as Jesus says,  
but we know how it is that we’re supposed to wait:  
living out the reality that we expect to be fulfilled among us. 
Living lives of peace, not of violence;   
Lives that transform division into unity,  
destruction into hope, 
poverty into abundance. 
Laying aside the works of darkness 
and putting on the armor of light. 
  
The future belongs to God.  
But the first step toward that future  
belongs to those who have glimpsed God’s light  
and are willing to trust  
that enough light lies ahead.  
 
And so we wait. 
And watch. 
And hope.  
 
Amen.  
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