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Back in the late nineties, when things were even tougher in Russia than they are now – economy 

not working, seemingly everything not working – Russians on the street were saying that there were two 

solutions to their great difficulties, one realistic, the other utterly fantastic. One solution would be for the 

independent Russian republics to work out an agreeable form of cooperation and to develop healthy 

economies. That was the utterly fantastic solution. The realistic solution was for aliens from outer space to 

arrive and straighten everything out for them. When you think of it, kind of sounds like a description of the 

conditions in the U.S. Congress today!  Where are Kirk and Spock when we really need them?  

And I suppose it would not be hard to apply this same rather cynical attitude to our text from Paul 

and to his assurances that we can be a people of hope. Really? Hope? Sometimes things seem so crazy, 

so out of control, that I’m not sure even benevolent and powerful aliens could fix us. 

But there is another point of view concerning the possibilities of hope. Lovette Weems tells of a 

group of Christians who went on a mission trip to some of the poorest regions of Latin America. They had 

been thoroughly briefed on the conditions they would encounter, but nothing could prepare them 

emotionally for what they found: hunger; political oppression; sickness; children being buried every day. It 

wore these American Christians down to the point that a number of them could barely function.  

One of the local church leaders saw what was happening to these well-meaning and concerned 

people from the north. He said to them, “You Americans only know how to help someone when you are 

winning. But look into our faces, really look, and you will see faces of hope. Not because we are winning. 

We’ve been losing all our lives. These are our children we are burying. These are our stomachs that are 

empty, our necks that have the heavy boot of political oppression on them. But when you look into our 

faces, you will always see faces of hope. We are hopeful, not because we are winning, but because we 

are convinced that we are being faithful to what God is calling us to in this moment. Because of that, we 

have hope that when the victory comes, it will be ours. It may come tomorrow. It may come in three 

hundred years. But when it comes, and it will come, it will be ours.” Hope found and nurtured in what is 

seemingly such a hopeless place. Where does such a profound hope come from?  

“For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, so that by steadfastness 

and by the encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope…May the God of hope fill you with all joy 

and peace…so that you may abound in hope…”  Hope at the heart of the gospel…hope at the heart of 

this Advent season…hope at the heart of our faith.  But I know this hope of which Paul speaks can be a 

hard sell…for you and for a preacher. Over thirty years of December preaching about light shining in the 

darkness, yet still so much darkness.  

A father came home one afternoon from his minimum age, soul-killing job. He found his two young 

daughters sitting on the porch.  Somehow they had managed to get hold of a Christmas catalog and were 

excitedly paging through it, looking at all the beautiful things.  He angrily grabbed the catalog away from 

them and tore it to pieces, screaming that he never wanted to see them reading anything like this ever 

again.  Then he went out back where no one could see him, fell on his knees and wept.  He wept for two 

little girls dreaming of things he could never provide, hoping for things they could never get.  

Could the same thing be said as we move through Advent toward Christmas?  Peace on earth, 

good will to all. In this season, are we hoping for what we can never possibly get...for what we will never 

see?   

And yet, my mind goes back to those hopeful Latin American Christians. Some words of Vaclav 

Havel come to mind: 

 Hope is a state of mind, not of the world… 

 It is an orientation of the spirit, 

 an orientation of the heart, that transcends the world 

 and is anchored somewhere beyond its horizons. 

 Hope is the deep and powerful sense that we can work 

 for something because it is good,  

 Not because it might succeed, but because it is good.       

 

Now I am well aware that the world around us may listen to the stories of hope we tell and find 

them not all that impressive. For example, Paul quotes Isaiah 1l: “A shoot shall come out of the stump of 



Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots.”  That’s the hope of Israel?  One green shoot growing out 

of a mostly dead stump?  Surely, Paul, you can do better than that! 

Okay, how about the story of a baby being born in a manger to a couple of ignorant peasants in a 

dusty, backwater town? “A helpless baby in a manger? This is your hope of the world? This is the light no 

darkness can overcome?”  Well…yeah!  You see, our hope is not based on the Dow Jones average or the 

economy or military might or in cutting every social program in sight in order to reduce the deficit. When it 

comes to hope, the church is filing a radical, minority report. We place our hope in a future that will not be 

brought about by our own frenzied actions, but rather by the faithfulness of God.  And so we dare to 

speak of light in the darkness, of a love that overcomes fear, of grace and compassion that really can 

abound in human community, in spite of all the evidence to the contrary. We base our hope on the great 

faithfulness of God. 

Years ago, I was involved in a fund-raising campaign for the national United Church of Christ. It 

involved attending a few planning meetings at the national UCC office in Cleveland. I recall one meeting 

in particular. We were about to start and a man hurried in and sat in the chair right next to me. I glanced 

over and much to my shock and surprise, I found myself sitting next to Andrew Young – former UN 

ambassador, former mayor of Atlanta, UCC minister. I, a man of many words, could barely remember my 

name when he greeted me and I shook his hand. He shared a story with us. 

He spoke of being a young man in the 1950’s, driving late at night down Ponce de Leon Ave. 

through the heart of Atlanta.  And he was terrified. This was not a good place for a black man to be late at 

night. In fact, no place in Georgia was a good place to be for a black man driving alone late at night. He 

said that he actually stopped in South Carolina to fill up so that he would not have to stop in Georgia. 

Georgia terrified him.  

So who would have ever believed, he asked, that that very same frightened young black man 

would one day be elected mayor of Atlanta, Georgia?  For that matter, who ever believed Nelson Mandela 

would be elected President of South Africa, or that Darryl and Alvin would be legally married in our 

sanctuary? Yes, sometimes we do make progress…sometimes our hopes are fulfilled…sometimes the 

light truly does shine and the lion and lamb do lie down together. As Reinhold Neibuhr once said, “Be a 

pessimist with me through the decades and I will be an optimist with you through the eons.”   

The hope of which Paul writes is not a pie-in-the-sky kind of optimism. Nor is it a cheery denial of 

the painful realities of life and death, injustice and suffering. We know all too well that many hopes end in 

disappointment. There is an inherent tension in hope – it can lead us to pain as well as joy…that which we 

anticipate doesn’t always happen. Fred Craddock, preaching on hope, once said that even as we hope, 

we also keep a cushion on the floor to break our occasional falls.   

And yet, in the words of Presbyterian pastor, Joanna Adams, “Paul wagered his life on a hope that 

is grounded in the promises of God. Encouraged by the marvelous things God has already done, we 

abide in hope for what is not yet but will sure surely come to be…Hope drawing us beyond the darkness 

of today toward the light of a new tomorrow, drawing us onward toward the peace and harmony that only 

God can give.”  

I don’t know if any of this has meaning for you. Some of you may be in a place where it is difficult to 

hear any word of hope; you may feel so lost in darkness that you cannot imagine ever seeing light again. 

You’ve heard all this Advent talk before and talk can seem cheap indeed when the night is dark and you 

are alone and far from home. Always it seems there is that swarming, nibbling host of worries that fray the 

nerves and threaten to sink the soul.   

But then my mind goes back to some words spoken by a teacher of equestrians. He said that even 

the greatest riders faced a common obstacle: their own perception. Unless the rider could approach each 

jump with a certain anticipatory confidence, he or she would never be successful. This teacher had this 

no-nonsense advice for overcoming hesitation and doubt: “Take your heart and throw it over the fence. 

Then jump after it.”   

I submit to you that that is what we do in Advent. We take our hopes, throw them into the unknown 

future, and then jump after them. And we take this risk, we dare to hope, because in the birth at 

Bethlehem we have glimpsed the future, we have seen that every single life, every single laugh, every 

single tear registers in the heart of God, that God chooses to move ever more deeply, every more 

completely into this battered yet holy humanity in which Jesus was pleased to dwell. Yes, we all have 

more unhappy memories than anyone would guess and burdens that we never share. In one way or 

another each of us truly is poor in spirit. And yes, in the endless, sometimes meaningless daily grinds, in 

the comings and goings of our lives, our souls are often lost and far from home. But still, the light shines, 

and in the places where we are broken or hurting, in the dark places where it just seems that something is 

missing, in the silence of unanswered questions, the wondrous gift is given.  


