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Winter arrived this week.  I hope you were ready!
	But what a long and lovely autumn we had.  Many of you have told me NOT to count on that being the standard.
These first wintry days have me reflecting upon the transition from summer to autumn that occurred in September.  I was lucky enough at the time to spend most of a week at Clearwater Forest, our Presbyterian church campground a couple of hours north of the cities.  
	That week the leaves had just begun to change.  And the weather was that perfect combination of crisp, cool mornings and evenings combined with sunny and warm afternoons.  Each day I was there, I went on long walks in the woods and sat beside the lake for an hour or more just soaking in the beauty and tranquility.
	I was at Clearwater in September for a gathering of Presbyterian and Lutheran pastors to explore the subject of hope.  We had two keynote speakers.  Andy Root talked about the different eras of secularism and their impacts upon the church.  In our current version of secularism, all forms of belief are contested.  The negative consequence is that all versions of transcendence are viewed with skepticism.  
But, the positive is that people are finding this version of secularism to be empty and are searching for meaning and purpose, which is why the culture is now flooded with spiritualities and ideologies.  He told us that young adults are “choking on the immanence of it all.”  
But, he’s hopeful.  Because the challenge for the church in our current age is to help people believe again through “deep encounter.”  And this is something we have the resources for.  The traditions, the spiritual practices, the music, the art, the liturgies, the rich teachings.  I was pleased with how his talk resonated with my autumn sermon series on awe.
	Our second keynote speaker was Matt Skinner, talking about hope in the Advent and Christmas texts we were about to preach.  Matt said that two core questions posed to us in the Advent season are “What’s wrong with the world? And what’s my place in it?”  He went on, that we live in a world full of hostile forces more powerful than we are, yet if we were only able to see what God is up to, things would make more sense.  
So the challenge to live as hopeful people in a hostile world, run by hostile people, with hostile weather and still to bear witness to God.

Ironically, I had already figured out my Advent sermons before Matt Skinner’s presentations to us.  I actually settled on what I was going to preach that first full day at Clearwater.  It was gloriously sunny, and I decided to take a walk through the woods, along the lakeshore, to Loon Point.  Along my walk I meditated upon the Advent passages from the Book of the prophet Isaiah.  I’d stop and read a bit of the scripture, and then walk and reflect upon it.  I made my way past beautiful birch trees, and abundance of different types of fungi, past mossy rocks and fallen trees, looking up at the blue sky through the dappled leaves, or pausing to gaze out over the water, which was so still and reflective that day.  In the midst of such natural beauty at the changing of the seasons, I thought deeply upon the words of God in these beautiful poems we find in Isaiah.  And the substance of what I wanted to preach for Advent came to me. 

	The words of God came to the prophet during a time of longing.  And these words continue to speak to the deep longings of humanity.  The prophet wants us to dream.  To imagine.  To look backward at what God has done for us and give thanks, and then to look forward, to the future, to what God has promised.
	And so this poem evokes our anticipation.  It excites our sense of adventure.  It inspires our vision.
	“In the days to come,” the poem begins.
 	Not these days.  These days are not the days that God has dreamed.  
The world is not finished being created and re-created.  Humanity is still learning too.  Still so immature.  Still afraid to face fully the worst parts of themselves.  Still anxious to take the leap into what it means to flourish.  
But, oh, if only they would.  They are an amazing species, capable of such wonder and beauty, exploration, creativity, and discovery.  If only they’d grow past their violence, greed, and selfishness.  

	But, it’s coming.  As impossible as it sounds, we still believe, that in the days to come, God will build a house, lifted high for all to see, so that every nation, every people, every race, every type of humanity will stream to this house with curiosity, excitement, and joy.
	God’s dream is a gathering.  A gathering of all humanity.  I’m sure God will make provision for the introverts.  But just picture it.  Humanity in all its variety.  The Buddhist monks in their saffron robes.  The queer kids covered in rainbows.  The spinning Sufi mystics.  The rabbis bent over their Torah.  The winners and the losers of the rap battles.  The most fit Olympic swimmers.  Those who’ve lived their lives in extreme poverty, scrounging for food in the garbage bins of others.  All of us, drawn together in curiosity and enthusiasm.  A great multicultural, pluralistic party.
	“Come!  Let us go up to God’s house! And join in the celebration!”

	And you know what will happen then?  
	People won’t learn war anymore.  Instead, they will learn the ways of God.  They will walk in God’s paths and follow God’s instructions.
	Just imagine a whole world that learns and joyfully follows these teachings:

	Love your neighbor, as yourself.
	Blessed are the peacemakers.
	Be not afraid.
	Do not kill.
	Do not bear false witness.
	Rejoice, again I say, rejoice.
	Make a joyful noise unto the Lord.
	Sings psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to one another.
	Whatever is good, whatever is true, think on these things.
	Bear one another’s burdens.
	Welcome the widow, the orphan, the stranger.
	Be merciful.
	Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.
	Live by the Spirit, bearing the fruit of Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.
	Oh, and don’t forget, Glorify God and enjoy God forever.
	
	And when humanity has learned to live by these teachings, they will beat their swords into plowshares.  Can’t you hear the blacksmith hammering even now?  We won’t need to kill each other, we’ll feed each other.  Or as one commentator I read this week said, “The implements of conflict will be transformed into tool of community.”
	Maybe then the internet and smart phones will truly become what they were originally dreamed to be—tools for connecting people, sharing ideas, and hearing voices we didn’t hear before—a new way of communicating that achieves something good.
	For God’s dream is that those things which have divided us and polarized us and kept us apart will be broken down and a new beloved community will be built.  Can’t you see it?  Don’t you long for it?  
	That’s what we do during this season of advent—we dream and imagine while admitting that we are still waiting, still longing, still hoping.  Because we know it hasn’t happened yet.  And maybe we still have a long way to go and much more work to do.  But we believe, “in the days to come,” we will get there, to that blessed promised land.  By the grace of God.
	And, so, in this season, we anticipate and desire and prepare.
	Because ours is an expectant hope.  A pregnant hope.  A baby is coming.  And when a baby is coming, you just don’t sit back passively and wait, there is WAY too much to do.  You’ve got to PREPARE!  Got to set up the nursery.  Line up family and friends to help.  Get those hand-me-down clothes from your cousin who had a baby six months ago.  And make sure there are lots and lots of diapers and a few thousand baby wipes on hand ready to go.
	When we are hoping, we aren’t just sitting there, we are doing stuff.  Stacey Simpson Duke writes, “What Isaiah offers is not only a vision of global transformation, but an invitation to live toward that day.”  To live!  And to live toward something.
	Paul Simpson Duke wrote, “We move toward God’s future by making our choices—personal, relational, political, communal—in its light.”
	That day is surely coming, by the Grace of God, but we’ve got to do the work too!  That day comes because God is working through us, drawing us, inviting us, luring us forward to that dream.
	So we prepare for this vision by living even now as if it were already true.  To obey the instructions of God is to help make this vision a reality.  
	So, repent, believe the good news, and get busy . . . living with the curiosity, adventure, joy, and compassion of God’s people on a mission to a better world.

	Come!  Let us go!  We’ve got a party to get to.  That feast of thanksgiving.  That fiesta.  That barbecue.  That disco party.  That drag ball.  That rave going on up in God’s house that everyone is invited to.  
That vision is our hope.  That consoles us and sustains us and give us all the courage and the power that we need to live and to live well and to live in defiance of this hostile time and these hostile powers.  And all the pain, the grief, the loss of the human condition.
Come, blessed children of God, let us walk in God’s light to God’s house!
