
 

 

Sunday,  November 27, 2022 

First Sunday in Advent 

  Sermon          “Unwrapping the gift of HOPE”         Pastor Terry 

Scripture:  Isaiah 2:1-5 

 

Happy Advent!   

 

I feel like Grace Church, and followers of Jesus in any church, have 

spiritual treasures wrapped up in our faith and carried in our tradition 

which we are sharing in a world that is longing for what we have in 

Christ.  

  

So my plan for Advent is for us to open some treasure chests, and see 

if we can reach in and take out and pass around some gleaming 

glittering presents in this season of gift-giving and receiving.These 

gifts are from God, the giver of all good gifts, to us and to the world 

via the Christian faith; and so, with a little yuletide word-play, I’m 

calling this theme “The Presents of God”.  And, working with the flow 

of the advent themes around which we are lighting the candles, today is 

the candle of hope, and the title of this message is Unwrapping the Gift 

of Hope.  



 

 

I’m sure you’ve heard before these words of profound hope in the face 

of utter desolation, which we are told were found written on the wall of 

a cellar in the Cologne concentration camp during World War Two:   

 

“I believe in the sun even when it is not shining 

And I believe in love, even when there’s no one there. 

And I believe in God, even when He is silent.” 

 

But you may not recall that the poem goes on, and the last four lines are 

a kind of prayer,  

 

“May there someday be sunshine 

May there someday be happiness 

May there someday be love 

May there someday be peace….” 

 

You hear the echo of the prophets there - Isaiah in our reading saying, 

They will beat their swords into iron plows and their spears into 

pruning tools. (Bulletin cover) Nation will not take up sword against 

nation; they will no longer learn how to make war.  

 

The Judeo-Christian tradition offers a deep enduring vision of a world 

completely healed and completely submitted to a loving, just, generous 

God, in peace and shared prosperity, where the military budgets of all 

nations (the swords) are spent instead on feeding everyone (the 

plowshares).  

 

Just to have that vision is in itself a gift, to be able to hold and share the 

sacred imagination that there could be a different way for human 

society to function! There could be growth in human consciousness 

that leads to realization, and shared insight that turns the tide of history, 

like turning a giant warship around in a shallow channel to head off to a 

different port to be made into a clinic for people who need basic 

healthcare.  

 

Our friend Steve Berry was deeply involved in the nuclear freeze 

movement in the 1980’s, out of which arguably came the SALTt 

treaties and the MAD insight (mutually assured destruction) - the 

realization that nobody wins if a single nuclear weapon is deployed. A 
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significant contribution to the peacemaking and sanity building came 

from religious groups and faith based activists like Steve Berry, who 

have in their DNA a prophetic idea that there is another way worth 

pursuing with every ounce of our strength. Faith holds onto hope of 

even very unlikely possibilities, until they become a new reality.  

 

We have a dream. When you start to see even a tiny piece of that kind 

of vision, you can’t unsee it. It gets in your eyes and in your soul and 

you find yourself living into the prophecy, and soon you are 

intentionally living the prayer poem - may there someday be peace... 

 

And that is Hope. And that is a gift that people in concentration camp 

basements long to unwrap, and then often end up sharing with the 

world! That is a gift the people who come to get the breakfasts from 

Companions in Wholeness want to receive and share with each other 

and with the rest of us.  

 

Hope is an enduring, life-giving vision of a far-off reality that doesn’t 

yet have a roadmap.  

 

Many of us have a GPS now, that tells us turn by turn, left at the next 

traffic light. Stay on this road for 3.6 miles, slight right on exit 18, 

keep left at the fork. But Siri doesn’t know the way yet to the new 

heaven and the new earth of the prophecy. And no one could be 

blamed for thinking you can’t get there from here. But hope begs to 

differ, hope doesn’t have the whole route mapped out yet, but hope is 

willing to take this one small step today, because we will not let go of 

a vision of a realm or a new day dawning where the present paradigm 

will not restrain us.  

 

Christianity through the ages has given the world hope that humanity 

is on a journey, that we are moving toward something, that injustice 

and war and poverty will eventually no longer stymie and ruin us, 

and creation itself will one day be restored to that state of things that 

the creator called very good.   

 

That’s why Advent resonates, that’s what we are rehearsing and 

rehashing in this season, we’re acting out waiting for the birth of the 
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Messiah, but we’re also very much opening ourselves for the Christ to 

be born in us again and anew now. “O holy Child of Bethlehem...Be 

born in us today.” that is our hope, which God is gifting to the world, 

through those who will hold space for it in Advent and year round.  

 

Now we know that hope is not certainty. This is easy to confuse. 

Wouldn’t being absolutely sure just be hope with the volume turned up 

to 11? Wouldn’t we just be going one better if instead of hoping, we 

knew? No.  

 

Certainty in matters of faith is very precarious, because as soon as your 

certainty is disproved, you are done, and you feel you have nothing left. 

Hope, on the other hand, has room for all the evidence to the contrary, 

because hope knew all along that it’s not about proof, or definitive 

answers or even sometimes rational evidence. We trust the one who 

made us and loves and holds us, and that One has brought us this far, 

and has made credible promises of still being at work in us and in the 

world, and has promised that we will be part of a changed history and 

humanity.  

 

That’s nuts! No. That’s hope. We have hope. And the world needs it so.    

 

1 Peter 3:15  --  Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who 

asks you to give the  reason for the hope that you have. Not a roadmap 

or a schematic drawing, not a mathematical proof, but the reason for 

the hope that we have. Tthe reason for the Christian hope is in Christ, 

crucified, dead, and buried, and on the third day he rose again. We 

can’t prove it, but we have this hope, and we are living into it.   

 

Hope is not certainty. Hope is also not an excuse. This is crucial.  

 

Hope is not some cosmic get out of jail free card so we can do 

whatever we want now, or a free lunch that’s coming one fine day 

brother, so we don’t have to work or focus or be here now.  He says, if 

we cling to our hope in the future, we do not focus our energies and 

capabilities on the present moment and hope becomes a kind of 

obstacle. He says, “I do not mean that you should not have hope, but 
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hope is not enough.”  See if we are lost in the dream, what is here and 

now is not taken as reality, and this moment, in all its power and 

beauty and potential, is squandered.   

 

Greta Thunberg, the young profound climate agitator and activist, 

told the world economic forum in Davos, Switzerland in 2019,  “I 

don’t want your hope. I want you to panic. I want you to feel the fear 

I do every day, and I want you to act. I want you to behave like our 

house is on fire.  Because it is.”   

 

They are both telling us in their way that if hope is just a pressure 

release valve, it’s not holy or helpful, it’s dangerous.  

 

Hope is not sunny optimism, and it is especially not denial. True hope 

has to ground itself in bedrock reality, with all the mess and all the 

cutting edges  --  or it’s a cheap imitation. The prophecy doesn’t say, 

oh go back to bed, everything will be fine. We’ll roast some 

marshmallows when the couch catches fire.  

  

When the angel tells Joseph, you are to name the baby Jesus, because 

he will save his people from their sins, the angel probably knows how 

that’s going to work. And Isaiah speaks of the suffering servant, he 

was a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. The point being that 

hope doesn’t get you around the suffering, hope is refined in the 

suffering and in the absence of happy circumstance or shiny happy 

road signs or bright color-popping ads for marvelous coming 

attractions.  

 

Hope cannot be an obstacle to our activity and action and activism. 

Hope gives us courage to stand and deliver here. Hope moves us to 

work now, where rubber is meeting road. When the hurricane comes, 

hope prays toward heaven and rows toward shore.  

 

So with uncertainty, with the willingness to live in the gorgeous 

catastrophe of reality the way the world really is, hope is constantly 

growing into the courage and the energy to step up and lean in, and 

put our tiny shoulder to the giant bow of the warship and push. We 
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come to believe together, in faith, with prophetic words in our hearing 

and a crazy God-dream in our heart, that boat can be turned. That’s 

hope. That’s an amazing gift.  

 

Two or three months ago, I attended a gathering of Project VISION 

folks for the first time after reading and hearing good things, exciting 

things, for years.  Project VISION began coming together in 2013, and 

it is,  “a diverse coalition of over 300 social and health service agencies 

and organizations, schools, colleges, business organizations, City of 

Rutland municipal administrators, local, county, state and federal 

probation, parole and law enforcement agencies, faith based groups, 

volunteers and neighbors, all united to address the fundamental social 

and public health issues facing our community with the goal of making 

Rutland one of the healthiest, safest and happiest places in America.  

 

Their vision statement is: “Rutland, one of the healthiest, safest, and 

happiest places in America!” The website for project vision goes on to 

say, “Underscoring our coalition’s collaborative spirit is the 

understanding that the challenges facing our community are greater 

than the scope of any single organization or agency. If we want to 

address and resolve the social and public health issues of the greater 

Rutland region, we must all coordinate each of our efforts. We 

recognize that meaningful change requires a new, comprehensive and 

more integrated collaboration among the many agencies and 

organizations serving in the Rutland region.” 

 

The mission statement is: “We work together to improve health, 

expand community engagement and build great neighborhoods.” They 

list two core values for Project VISION:   

 Collaboration for the greater good - “Working together we can 

accomplish more than we ever could working alone.” They claim 

no paid staff. 

 Focus on the positive – “I believe in Rutland”. Rutland Region is 

blessed with an array of wonderful attributes and is an exceptional 

place to live and work. 

 

“From the start...Project VISION coalition offered a new and 

comprehensive structure to better coordinate and integrate 
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collaboration.” 

 

Somebody got a whiff of hope.   

 

And of course, anyone could look at that stuff and say, “Do you really 

think that a handfull of cops and teachers and various do-gooders 

coming together in a school cafeteria or a church fellowship hall and 

talking is going to turn Rutland into one of the healthiest, safest, and 

happiest places in America?!”  

 

You think that if you put food in bags and hand it out, and if you put 

in heat pumps and drive electric cars or take the electric bus and if you 

work for peace and you pray for peace and you sing some ancient 

words about peace on earth good will to all, you think if you let 

somebody who’s in a hurry get in front of you in line at the bakery and 

you smile at them, the world gets better somehow? 

 

Are you really lighting candles because you think there’s a God, who 

is somehow born into all that it means to be human?   

 

Well, we hope. We hope.  

 

And our hope, in Christ, at work in our lives and at work in the world, 

is a gift that we’ve been given and we are delighted to share, not just 

in any one season, but always.  

 

Amen.  
Pastor Terry 
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