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My favorite poet is Wendell Berry.  Berry is also a Kentucky farmer, novelist, essayist, cultural critic, environmentalist, and agricultural reformer.  Plus, a recipient of the Jefferson Lecture, the highest award the nation gives in the humanities.  If you’ve never read Wendell Berry, you should correct that as soon as possible.
	I was first introduced to Berry in freshman English at Oklahoma Baptist University.  We read one of his environmental essays that advocated keeping one’s focus on local action.  Shortly after that I bought a book of his poems, and have been reading him ever since. 
	I’ve returned often to that original volume I purchased as a young adult.  I can remember, for example, reading some of my favorite poems from it, while sitting beside the Buffalo River in northwest Arkansas, on a camping and fishing trip with my senior pastor when I was a young associate pastor.
	At the time I was discerning whether to stay in that church or accept the call of a church in Dallas, Texas.  
	And it was that volume of Berry’s poems that I pulled out and re-read the day after the presidential election in 2016, finding solace in the familiar words and deep wisdom.
	Berry’s poems are part of my personal canon, near scriptural for me in my own spirituality and faith journey.
Today, the Second Sunday of Advent, is the Sunday when peace is our theme.  As indicated by the beautiful passage from the Book of Isaiah—the vision of the Peaceable Kingdom.  And its corollary image of the stump that was assumed to be dead, yet, is sprouting new life!
	Wendell Berry has a few beautiful poems about peace, which also connect to images of trees and roots.  They are poems I have often been drawn to, especially in moments when I do not feel at peace.

Here is The Want of Peace:

All goes back to the earth,
and so I do not desire
pride of excess or power,
but the contentments made
by men who have had little:
the fisherman's silence
receiving the river's grace,
the gardner's musing on rows.

I lack the peace of simple things.
I am never wholly in place.
I find no peace or grace.
We sell the world to buy fire,
our way lighted by burning men,
and that has bent my mind
and made me think of darkness
and wish for the dumb life of roots.

	“I lack the peace of simple things.  I am never wholly in place.”  There are moments in life with those words ring quite true.
	The holidays are a time of excitement, comfort, festivities, and joy.  We look forward to this season.  But Advent also reminds us to slow down and to pay attention.  As one church member reminded me in an email this week—Advent is a reminder to sit with the darkness.
	Not everyone is feeling the joy of the season.  For some people this is not the best time of the year.  The short days and long darkness are difficult for those with seasonal affective disorder.  If one is grieving or heartbroken or lonely, then those feelings can be even more acute during this season.
	One thing I have always loved about the liturgical calendar—the calendar of the church year with all its holy days—is how well it maps onto the human emotional life.  Not that each of us is feeling the exact emotion of a particular Sunday on that particular day, but that the full richness of human emotions is recognized by the worship of the church somewhere in the liturgical cycle.
	There’s the joy and celebration of Christmas.  The triumphal newness and beginning again of Easter.  The in-breaking of light at Epiphany.  The reminder of our mortality on Ash Wednesday and our sinfulness during Lent.  All of us have Maundy Thursday, when we feel betrayed and let down by those closest to us.  All of us have Good Fridays, when the suffering is acute and terrifyingly painful.  We also have the vast expanses of ordinary times.
	Advent is a season of hope, longing, dreaming, preparing.  It is also a season for those who are sad, hurting, and grieving.  A time to sit with the darkness and pay attention to it.  And remind ourselves that this too is only a season. 

	Our congregation is grieving the death of our beloved Sofia.  Such a beautiful person, a bright, shining light, with amazing gifts, who enriched our collective life, blessing it with beauty and with care.  We are feeling the loss and the sadness deeply.
	Advent is a reminder to sit with these emotions, to be with them.  To let them shape our spirits and to learn from them.
	
	This week our Somali neighbors have faced racist threats.  One of the joys I’ve experienced as a new Minnesotan is the cultural diversity of the city.  That includes seeing our Somali neighbors at the grocery store, at school pick-up, at my son’s taekwondo classes.  I delight in the fact that emails from the school come out in five different languages, including Somali.
	So it is particularly shocking to hear the racist words describing these neighbors and to hear their anxieties and fears.  I’ve been quite pleased, however, with the immediate reactions of care and support.  An encouraging sign.  Like Isaiah’s shoot on the fallen stump.
	Isaiah imagines an inbreaking of the peaceable kingdom.  We have not received such good news this week.  
	Isaiah imagines leadership that is just and righteous, but this week we’ve seen the lack of what God intends.  
So, we are unsettled.  Angry, anxious, afraid, uncertain.   
Again, Advent invites us to sit with these emotions and to learn from them.

	This week, as I was reading this passage from the prophet Isaiah, my attention was also drawn to the lovely vision of children playing freely and happily, safe and secure from harm.  But reading this passage, I could not help but remember this summer’s Annunciation shooting, and all the school shootings, and mass murders from gun violence.  So, reading this beautiful ancient text challenges us with the stark reality that our children are not safe because of failures of policy and the lack political courage and will.  
	Like Isaiah we, too, dream for leaders with moral vision, who will execute justice and righteousness and bring about peace.
	All of these things trouble us.  Along with our own particular worries—illnesses, financial precarity, broken hearts.  We are unsettled.
	It may be the holiday season, but we also lack the peace of simple things.
	Let’s pay attention to that.  Listen to our spirits and our bodies as they respond to this unsettled, troubling moment.  
	Maybe we will find consolation, comfort, and even some peace in the God who is present to us even now.  Who roots us.  And who promises to bring new life from that which is fallen.

	Here’s a second Wendell Berry, poem—“The Peace of Wild Things:”

When despair for the world grows in me
and I wake in the night at the least sound
in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.
I come into the peace of wild things
who do not tax their lives with forethought
of grief. I come into the presence of still water.
And I feel above me the day-blind stars
waiting with their light. For a time
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

	Like the poetry of the Book of Isaiah, we are reminded to seek our peace with wild things.  In the depth of sadness, grief, and fear to go rest in the world and open ourselves to what we see and hear.  
	Isaiah finds hope in a tree stump growing a new shoot.  He imagines animals resting with one another and children playing in safety.
	Berry, motivated by similar fears as Isaiah, also encourages us with natural images—still water, birds, and stars.  There is a grace in the world.  God’s grace is in the world, as we believe in our Reformed theology.  We can come into the consoling presence of God, because God is here, everywhere, always with us.  Rooting us and offering us rest.
Maybe my favorite Wendell Berry poem is about a tree.  Though, frankly, many of his poems are about trees.  This one is entitled The Sycamore.  One of the houses I grew up in had two massive sycamore trees, one in the center of the front yard and one in the center of the back yard.  And my home of fifteen years in Omaha had a sycamore out front that shielded our house in a way that created something of its own micro-climate underneath.  So, I’m quite fond of sycamores—their broad leaves, their multi-colored bark, their towering height.  Even if dealing with their leaves in autumn can be a pain.
	Here’s what Berry writes about one sycamore:

In the place that is my own place, whose earth
I am shaped in and must bear, there is an old tree growing,
a great sycamore that is a wondrous healer of itself.
Fences have been tied to it, nails driven into it,
hacks and whittles cut in it, the lightning has burned it.
There is no year it has flourished in that has not harmed it.
There is a hollow in it
that is its death, though its living brims whitely
at the lip of the darkness and flows outward.
Over all its scars has come the seamless white
of the bark. It bears the gnarls of its history
healed over. It has risen to a strange perfection
in the warp and bending of its long growth.
It has gathered all accidents into its purpose.
It has become the intention and radiance of its dark fate.
It is a fact, sublime, mystical and unassailable.
In all the country there is no other like it.
I recognize in it a principle, an indwelling
the same as itself, and greater, that I would be ruled by.
I see that it stands in its place and feeds upon it,
and is fed upon, and is native, and maker.

“There is no year it has flourished in that has not harmed it,” he writes.  And I don’t think he’s only talking about the tree, do you?  That sentence seems quite true of human life.
“It bears the gnarls of its history healed over.”  That also feels true of all of us.  Doesn’t it?  We carry with us the marks of our lives and all that has happened to us.  Metaphorically, psychologically, emotionally, spiritually, and also physically.  Old injuries and illnesses and traumas are with us still.  “The body keeps the score” is such a true idea.
But what Berry celebrates about this tree is its resilience.  It’s perseverance.  And from that he feels the need to learn something for his own life.  
And what he learns is that this tree has survived because it is rooted.  The tree is rooted deeply in its place and draws nourishment and strength from those deep roots.
The prophet Isaiah also invites us to reflect upon roots.  The fallen tree, the stump thought dead, lives again because the roots never died.
What roots you?  Where have you sent your taproot deep?  So that it holds you in the storm?  So that you can draw the nourishment you need?  So that you can find the strength to go on?
If you are here on this Sunday morning, the Second Sunday of Advent, it’s a safe guess that your faith is important in grounding you.  That you draw your strength from God’s presence.  That worship encourages and inspires and sustains you.  That your spiritual practices help to console and guide you.
Advent invites us to slow down, to pay attention, to listen to ourselves and to the world.  To sit with the darkness.  And to contemplate the source of our peace.

Advent also reminds us that this is only a season.  The Christ will be born anew this year.  In us.  The prince of peace, bringing peace, goodwill to all the earth.
That glorious and beautiful vision roots us, nourishing us with the strength we need to persevere and awaken to new life.
May this season be for you a blessing.

