Our Christmas List: Hope

Isaiah 9:1 - 7

Rev. Craig A. Collemer, D.Min.

I had forgotten how dark it is at five o’clock in the morning!  But when I was working on the Salem Ferry this fall I was reminded just how dark it is at that early hour.  Working the early shift, I was up at 4:30 a.m. and out of the house before 5:30 a.m.   Walking to the ferry landing I was keenly aware of the darkness. 

Arriving at the ferry I would don this headlight for there is no shore power to which the ferry’s electrical system can be connected.  That means that when we boarded the ferry it was totally dark.  Would that we could have just flicked a switch and the lights would come on.  But that was not the case.  First we had to climb down a step ladder into a pitch black engine room.  Then we had to check the oil and coolant levels in the generator.  We then had to reset numerous circuits and switches before we could start the generator.  I can assure you it was with a great deal of anticipation and hope that we pushed the generator start button.   Somewhere along the way, inevitably someone would say, “I sure hope this thing kicks in.”

Darkness can be not only inconvenient, but also depressing and instill in us a sense of insecurity and even fear.  There is a reason most of us don’t go out walking late at night.  It can be scary.  When we find ourselves in a literal or metaphorical darkness we also find ourselves hoping all will be well.  For many, this season is a time of darkness rather than light.  Your neighbor who is struggling with a long-fought battle with cancer, your son-in-law’s job is going to be moved to lower-paid workers overseas, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have a loved on in harm’s way, or the economic downturn makes you wonder if you’ll be able to retire from the job you’ve come to find intolerable.  Without a source of hope, we might be inclined to join the chorus of “I’m so depressed I can’t stand myself.” .

It’s easy to talk have hope when things are looking good.  But, and here’s where the rubber hits the road, we must ask, where do we find hope when life isn’t living up to our dreams and expectations?  Before we seek an answer to this question, we would do well to remember there are two kinds of hope: hope for something and hope in something.  

Most often we think about hope for something:  
· A child’s Christmas list of items hoped for

· Our hopes for peace on earth

· A mother’s hopes for her child
All these are good things…but they are all out there…in the future.  We hope for things we want to have or see, things we don’t have now, or what we’re afraid we won’t have.  There is nothing wrong with hoping for things, but we need to remember that hoping for things does not lessen our anxiety at all.  In fact, it may well increase or deepen our anxiety if we invest so much in our hope for something. Hoping for a cure or that special Christmas gift can actually increase our anxiety.  Hoping for something needs to be tempered so we don’t increase our own anxiety or despair.  

The other meaning of hope is the lesser used one, and the one that points us in the right direction.  Instead of hoping for something out there, in the vague and uncertain future, we can hope in something now.  We can place our hope in God here and now.  Placing our hope in God not only gives us a sense of inner peace but can also influence our behavior and perspective; for if we place our hope in God, it means we align ourselves with God’s purposes, God’s values and God’s ethics.  Placing our hope in God means that we believe God is with us no matter what comes our way.  If we are feeling anxious about our life, knowing that placing our hope in God can change our perspective, our decisions and our actions.     

I want to be clear at this point that placing our hope in God is not the same as hoping God will do something for us.  We can’t manipulate God to fulfill our hopes.  What we can do is place our hope in God so that God will not only always be with us, but will also guide our actions as we live in that hope.  

Let me give you a mundane example of how hope in God can affect our actions.  Let’s say my neighbor is a pain in my posterior.  He’s noisy and I suspect drugs are being sold out of his house.  My hope is for a better neighbor.  But, if speaking with him as done no good, how do I help make that possible?  Well, I could place my hope in violence.  I could go and angrily confront my neighbor with a threat and demand better behavior.

Or, I could place my hope in the legal system.  I could use zoning codes and drug laws to try to win a ruling in my favor to force my neighbor to change his ways or move.  

It makes a huge difference whether I place my trust in violence or in the courts.  Now, there are no guarantees I’ll get what I want in either case.  If I threaten violence, I may well be on the receiving end of my neighbor’s violence.  The courts on the other hand, may not rule in my favor.  

So, what’s important is the choice we make about where to place our hope.  If we place our hope in God, we are making a commitment to a non-violent power and a way of doing things that call us to act responsibly.  When we place our hope in God, we are saying that God’s way is the right way.  When we place our hope in God, it is incumbent to act according to the teaching God has given us through the prophets of old, through Jesus and through the early church leaders.  

Hope, hope in God, transforms us when life is difficult.  Hope does not make everything happy and pleasant.  Hope does, however, give meaning, purpose and direction to guide us in the real nitty gritty everyday world.  

Now, in the spirit of full disclosure, we must acknowledge there are other places where we do put our hope beside God.  In today’s world there are many options for placing our hope. Often we choose to place our hope elsewhere. And everyone one of these options will determine choices we make and the actions we take.  Here are just three examples to consider at this time of year:

1. We can put our hope in consumerism…in the hands of those who tell us more things will make us happier…and we can go into debt doing so.

2. We can place our hope in violence, and believe individually and as a nation that “might makes right.”  We’ll soon learn violence begets violence.

3. We can place our hope in pure self-interest, caring only about our own pleasure without any concern for the less fortunate even when our way of life threatens all the earth.  We’ll soon realize, however, all boats rise and fall with the tides.

Or, we can put our hope in God. And with that come commitments to biblical and historic notions of justice and peace, of appropriate use of power, and of compassion and building community.  

And just like my little example about my neighbor, the choice we make about where to place our hope makes a profound difference in how we live our lives.  It does NOT necessarily determine what will happen to our lives.  But it does determine the sort of meaning that we’ll find in our lives, and it does determine how we’ll live and act now and in the future.  

The prophet Isaiah writes in his oracle to Judah and a Davidic King that those who walked in darkness have seen a great light.  On them a great light has shone. 

And oh, how that light changes the way we see the world and our lives within it.  This messianic prophecy promises the coming of the light in the person of Jesus, the Wonderful Counselor, a Mighty God, and a Prince of Peace.  God in Jesus shines in the midst of our dark world creating life, renewing the gifts of grace and love, holding us as we stumble and fall, bringing us into God’s reign here and now, God’s reign of love and peace and joy.   Our closing hymn this  morning has a line that says of Jesus, “ through whom our hope will blossom once more within our hearts”.  As we live the ways of Jesus our hope shall truly blossom.   

As many times as we have celebrated Advent and Christmas, as many times as we have heard the story of the babe in the manger, as many times as we have lit candles on Christmas eve, the story is still new because we still need to be reminded that all is well when we place our hope in God.   

When the ferry got underway at o’clock one crisp morning we rounded Marblehead neck and the sun was rising over what is often referred to as “Children’s Island.”  It was a spectacular sunrise.  As I went to the upper level to take a picture, I noticed that every single passenger was silent as they took in the sight before them.  Not a word was said, but we all experienced the same sense of wonder and awe.  The prophet Isaiah in the 42nd chapter says this, “I will turn the darkness before them into light, and rough places into level ground.”  And that, my friends, is something we can place our hope in…today, tomorrow and forevermore.  Amen.  
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