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How beautiful this room is with the brand new Christmas tree  
 the poinsettias and pine, our wonderful nativity on the table       
  with Joseph pointing toward the light.  
The long period of Pentecost is over. 
 Advent is upon us, a season we love yet may not fully understand.  
We know Advent is the run up to all the joys of Christmas,  
 and, for most of us, it provides a welcome answer 
  to the commercialization of the season of Christ’s birth 
We also know that Advent can allow us to slow down  
 at least sometimes; to practice waiting,  
  and take a needed breath during one of the year’s busiest times.  
   We may even have come to love some of the Advent hymns 
    now that we’ve been singing them for so many years. 
But we may not know that Advent’s deepest purpose  
 has little to do with most of these things. 
  Advent’s deepest purpose is to release us from fear,  
   to help us recognize that the wrongs and injustice in the world  
    are not in our hands, and never have been.  
 All that frightens or distresses us about life 
  is in the hands of a reliable God.  
   In Advent we turn the future over to Yahweh. 
 
The best way to understand this is to look at it  
 from the perspective of the Church Year. 
We’ve just reached the end of Pentecost, 
 which takes up fully half of the year. 
  Week after week we have heard the stories of Jesus’ ministry, 
   and his teachings on discipleship. 
We read stories of the Spirit of God at work in the world and in the church 
 and invite God’s Spirit to be at work in our lives. 
  We trust that God is at work, yet at the same time 
   we know just by looking around us 
    that the world is not as it should be, 
      that even our attempts to be faithful disciples cannot heal it.  
      By the time the long season of Pentecost ends 
       we may be losing hope. 
So, at the start of each new Church Year,   
 we turn to the source of the world’s salvation,  
  the promised return of Christ. 
 We mean, of course, the return of Christ at the end of time. 



  The coming of the baby Jesus gets wrapped up in that  
   as a sign and memory that, one day, Christ will return. 
In a very real sense, then, Advent begins in despair 
 The Church Year has been designed to begin again 
  at exactly the point where we might feel like giving up hope. 
That’s why I love the Church Year so. It’s so subversive and it’s meant to be. It’s got 
absolutely nothing to do with the Roman calendar, and its appointment books, so filled 
with all the things we have to do to keep bread on the table. The Church Year, by 
contrast, is about the Bread of Life, which comes to us no matter what. Time itself is 
sanctified, not divided into hours or tasks we have to complete in order to achieve an 
idea of self. The Church Year tells us the story of our lives in God and Christ, brought to 
us by the Holy Spirit, who is ever working in us and through us for good, perhaps 
especially when we feel we are running out of options. 
 
Our Psalm for today, Psalm 80, comes from down in the valley of despair. 
 Everything is going wrong for the people of God. 
  The words, “Restore us, O God, let your face shine  
   that we might be saved” repeat again and again, 
    though we only included one repetition this morning. 
 The poetry is filled with longing for the Shepherd King 
  who watched over Israel in the past to return again, 
   to come and rid them of the grieving and humiliation 
    that now characterize their lives as a nation. 
 
 Whatever the circumstances were that caused the humiliation,  
  the poet declares that the blame lies with the people.  
   God is judging them, yet there is no complaint  
    that God’s anger toward the people is unjust.   
 Instead there is an absolute conviction  
  that the congregation is the work of God 
   and that God will not abandon them forever, 
    but will return and restore what God began. 
The psalm mirrors the church in Advent,  
 making it the perfect song for this day. 
 
The opening of Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth  
 sounds a great deal more upbeat,  
  but even though Paul’s opening words are encouraging,  
   even hope-filled, he has the same task as the Psalmist.  
He knows the people of this congregation he founded  
 are relying on themselves and their own spiritual gifts  
  instead of relying on God.  
Paul in his letter is about to give them and entire course  
 on being a sailboat church, 
  on letting God fill their ecclesiastical sails  
   instead of doing all the rowing themselves  



    while patting themselves on the back for their faithfulness. 
If you look again at the opening words you will hear 
 that what has astonished Paul is God’s faithfulness, 
  not that of the Corinthian church. 
   God has transformed their lives,  
    and God will never give up on them. 
 
There is the hint of despair right there.  
 Paul is giving himself a little bit of a pep-talk, too,  
  because part of him wants to hurl this congregation  
   into the sea for the ways he has heard  
    they have been and are being unkind to each other,  
     all of which will be outlined in the letter soon,  
      and culminate with his timeless words  
       about selfless love in Chapter 13th.  
But for now we will stay with him.   
 Let’s listen as he slathers on the praise,  
  because he means it. He loves these people 
   and he can see that God has accomplished great things in them.  
He is excited for the church about how far they have come  
 in trusting Jesus and God, and he wants to assure them  
  of what he knows is true,  
   that God and Christ are with them  
    and that they can turn to God for whatever they need,     
     indeed they already have everything they need. 
 
One of the reasons why I choose these words today 
 instead of the admittedly scary gospel text about the end of time 
  is because we, too, deserve words of praise as a congregation. 
   We’ve entered a time of deep engagement   
    with each other and with God this fall in the SHIFT process. 
Eighty of us have read and prayed and sat across from each other 
 and made yourselves vulnerable to personal needs  
  and theological questions about our time and place.  
That is no small thing, and the fruits 
  are evident to me as your pastor in a lot of ways,  
  not the least of which is that some of us  
   are really talking to each other about what is hardest in our lives 
    because our level of trust in each other has increased  
     along with our trust in God.  
There are prayers and kindnesses and listening and hope  
 being offered in this congregation, that make me, too,  
  want to say God is among us  
   keeping us on track and always will.  
 
This text is also perfect for this Advent inauguration  



 because of its assurances that the future  
  lies in God’s hands at a time when things in the world  
   seem very much out of control to many people.  
Which circles us back around the central question: 
 Is Jesus with us now as we watch changes in our nation’s policies 
  that elate some and terrify others?  
 Have we crossed some line as a country 
  from which there will be no going back, 
   which again is welcome by some  
    and so deeply unwelcome by others that they are in despair? 
For some in this room the state of the nation pales   
 compared to things in your life that are broken in ways  
  that leave you depressed or frightened,  
   or hopeless or angry or simply numb,  
    unable to posit the idea that newness form God is even possible.  
 If that is where at least part of your heart lives 
  the promise that Jesus is coming again  
   it may not just unlikely, it may sound ludicrous. 
 
So what do you really think? 
 That’s the question Jill Duffield, editor of the Presbyterian Outlook, 
  asks in her column on this Sunday’s texts. 
“Few among us travel in circles where talk of the End Times  
 comes up with regularity.” she writes.  
  “Although, in our current context it may come up  
   more than has been so in the past.  
  Total eclipse of the sun, hurricanes and earthquakes.  
  Signs of the End Times?”i 
 A Democrat has a chance of winning in Alabama.  
  Sign of the End Times?  
 Some victims of sexual harassment are being believed.  
  Sign of the End Times?”  
  
 
We can skirt the issue forever with questions like that, however. 
 So perhaps the better course is to ask    
  what Jesus’ return would mean to you if it happened today? 
“If today is the day that the Son of Man returns”, 

 Duffield asks, “What will he find me doing?  
Will my thoughts, words and deeds be reflective of his character?  

His mission?  His instructions? His commandments? 
If not - and let's be honest, we are all going to fall short  

and that's where I am counting on grace –  
what do I need to do differently?  

And am I willing to at least attempt to do it?  
Not out of fear, but out of a desire to worship,  



follow and please the One who saves me and all of creation.”ii 
 
Again Paul the pastor is helpful.   
 We don’t have to have anything figured out, 
  we only have to live as people who know we are between Advents,  
   between the first arrival of Jesus in history 
    and his return at the end of time.   
The Corinthians Christians thought they had “arrived,” 
 that their spiritual gifts were evidence of their full salvation. 
  Therefore Paul keeps before them the Christ who has not yet returned. 
   He will conclude the whole letter 15 chapters later with the words 
    “Our Lord, come!” 
At the same time he reminds them that God’s gifts  
 are more than sufficient between the times. 
  “In every way you have been enriched,” he tells them.  
Furthermore, God is entirely faithful. 
 God has called them, God has called us,           
  into a participatory community with Jesus 
   and God will strengthen us to the end.  
 
The calling for people like us who live between Advents 
 is not to feel better or never worry or never be afraid. 
Life is what it is and we will always struggle with uncertainty. 
 No the calling is to act like Christ’s people anyway 
  and use our gifts for good, seeing as God sees as well as we can. 
   
The best example of life between Advents  
 that I’ve seen recently came in a Ted talk  
  with Father Greg Boyle on kinship and compassion.iii 
Boyle is a Jesuit priest who has been living beside   
 gang members in Los Angels for 30 years. 
  He works to build the kind of compassion in people.        
   Helping them see that there is no such thing as lives 
    that matter less than other lives. 
To combat the despair that he saw in the teenage boys and girls caught up in gang life, 
 Boyle founded a workplace called Homeboy Industries,  
  that includes a bakery, several restaurants, a silk-screen factory,  
    and other businesses. 
 Homeboy Industries employs over four hundred ex-gang members,     
  men and women, many of whom once shot at each other on the streets. 
   Today they shoot playful text messages back and forth instead. 
  That’s kinship, says Boyle. Kinship overcomes 
   the illusion of us and them. 
    “There is no us and them,” says Boyle. “There is only us.” 
Because he is able to treat homies as men and women whose lives matter, 



 Boyle has brought countless people up from the          
  valley of despair and hopelessness.  
  Though he would insist they came up out of that valley themselves    
   with the help of Christ. 
 
He has also buried 180 men killed through gang violence,        
 the most recent a few months ago. 
For Boyle what we are called to do is very clear.          
 It’s a question, he says of standing with the people        
  in awe of what they have to carry instead of in judgement. 
  
I may not be able to do that very well, in fact I know I often fail. 
 But I can keep alert. I can partner with you in partnering with God. 

Together maybe we can refuse to become complacent or cynical or afraid.  
We just might be able to walk through life together  

as if the world is about to turn,  
facing the direction we know God will go, 

 toward love and justice, mercy and accountability,  
forgiveness and repentance, judgment and grace. AMEN.  

 
     
 
 

i Jill Duffield, The Presbyterian Outlook, “Looking Into the Lectionary for Dec 3,” found online at 
presoutlook@pres-outlook.org.  
ii Ibid. 
iii The talk was giving in 2012, and can be found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ipR0kWt1Fkc 
 
 
 
 
   
   
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

                                            



                                                                                                                                             
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

ADVENT 1 
 
God of hope, we turn to you as the source of our salvation and the renewal of the world. 
Let these weeks be weeks when we find ourselves enriched in Christ and more able to 
trust your grace and guidance. For the beauty that surrounds us, for the familiar sights 
of the season we give you thanks and praise. 
 
Holy God as the earth groans with the approach of winter, we lift those for whom the 
cold strikes fear or dread. We remember especially those without homes, those without 
jobs, those without families and alone; those marginalized for being different; those in 
refugee camps with little space, sanitation, water, heat, food, medicine, or education. 
Fear can harden hearts, Lord. Longing for light, we wait in darkness: come Light of all 
the World. 
 
In the southern hemisphere, as summer approaches, tensions rise about sharing limited 
resources or about the return of disease. We pray for those in Yemen facing starvation, 
cholera, and now diphtheria spreading especially among the children. We continue to 
pray for the Rohingya people, who are facing annihilation. Bless and protect all working 
for peace and reconciliation. Longing for light, we wait in darkness: but we trust in your 
promise of hope, love, justice, and mercy. 
 
In this season of hope, let us not succumb to numbness or apathy or the temptation to 
focus only on ourselves and those we love. Keep our eyes up and open, lead us from 
unreality to what is real; from ignorance lead us to truth; from fear or hatred to love and 
understanding; In Christ’s name we ask this and other things that are on our hearts, 
spoken and unspoken…  
 


