Advent Companions: When Will We Get There?
Isaiah 2:1-5

The Sicilian dialect includes no future tense. It has a present tense and a simple past tense, but no future tense.


In part, this has to do with the difficult times the Sicilian people have endured over the centuries. Since they had little hope that tomorrow would hold anything better, they had no use for being able to speak about that future.

The people of Israel must have felt something of the same thing. They’d known centuries of threat, destruction, and exile by one empire after another. The covenant God had made with their ancestors was little more than a dim memory. It’s power to point to the future was all but gone.


More than five hundred years before the time of Jesus, they looked at their beautiful city of Jerusalem. It was burned and battered by powers that must have appeared unstoppable.


But the prophet Isaiah saw something else. He stepped onto the stage to offer a vision of a future very different from what the people could see in the present.


The Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann has likened the beautiful passage we heard from Isaiah today to the “I have a dream” speech of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. But if we’re honest, we may relate more to the hopeless feeling of the people of Sicily or of Israel than to either of these prophetic visions of peace, justice, and healing.


This year—as most years—we hear Isaiah’s words in the context of war. Conflicts and struggles flare and threaten to flare all over the world—in Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, in our cities and neighborhoods; in our homes and workplaces; in our relationships with one another. We’ve also come to understand the absence of peace in other ways—in the threat of terrorism that makes even “peaceful” days feel ominous and “secure” places feel unsafe; in the growing anger of the dispossessed that threatens to explode at any moment; in the damage to the earth that we’ll leave as a tragic legacy to future generations.

However, we hear Isaiah’s words not only in a time of conflict and war, but also in a new season at the beginning of a new church year. Advent is a time of waiting, but it’s also much more. As Walter Brueggemann notes: “Advent is an abrupt disruption in our ‘ordinary time’ . . . an utterly new year, new time, new life. Everything begins again. . . .”

While the world around us wraps up another year hoping for increased consumer spending and waiting for annual profit reports, in the church we step into a new time—to begin a season of hoping and waiting for something of greater significance than profits or spending. In Brueggemann’s words: “Advent invites us to awaken from our numbed endurance and our domesticated expectations, to consider our life afresh in light of new gifts that God is about to give.”


In this Advent season, we dare to look to the future and hope for something much better than the news may report. In this new church year, we begin a new time of remembering who’s really in charge of everything and setting our hearts on being part of that divine plan.


The words of Isaiah remind us that God is the one who brings this dream to reality, but they also reveal that there’s work for us to do in re-shaping the instruments of war, violence, and destruction into instruments of peace and provision for all. While Isaiah offers words of comfort and promise about what God’s going to do, he also calls us to participate in bringing the dream to reality.

And when Dr. King, a more contemporary prophet, spoke of having been to the mountain top and seeing a new day, he offered his firm belief that God would bring about that future. But he also called for our engagement now:


Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to Georgia, go back to Louisiana, go back to the slums and ghettos of our northern cities, knowing that somehow this situation can and will be changed. Let us not wallow in the valley of despair.


. . . With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day.

Isaiah and Dr. King both offer visions of the future that God promises to bring about. They both also call us to help transform that dream into a reality. The question is whether we can imagine such a possibility. In the face of war and recession and disease and injustice, can we imagine a different future and, in faith, allow that future to shape us today? Or will despair get the better of us as we ask, “When will we get there?”

The story is told that in the early 1980s a small group of people gathered in their church basement in East Germany to ask a daring question: “What will Germany look like a thousand years from now when the Berlin Wall finally falls?”

For them, at that time there was no thought of the wall coming down soon. Such a prospect was unimaginable. Communism seemed here to stay. The grip of the Soviet empire seemed permanent. Competition between the two superpowers seemed unending.


And yet, this group of people asked the question. They allowed their imagination to have free reign. How would a world without the wall look? What could they do now to bring about that great day a thousand years from now?


According to the story, the small group felt energized as they discussed their dream. They decided to meet again a few weeks later. Soon word of the meetings spread, and more people began to meet in church basements to dream of a world without the wall.

Over the next few years, a grassroots movement grew. Ordinary people on both sides of the wall pursued the vision of unity and reconciliation. They met, organized, prayed, and spoke out.

Then, seemingly out of the blue, Mikhail Gorbachev announced his new policy of perestroika. The Polish Solidarity movement pushed the Soviets out, and a new democracy was born in that country. Events moved quickly. Communism collapsed, and the Soviet Union imploded.


The grassroots movement begun in East Berlin by a handful of faithful dreamers made a difference. In November 1989, tens of thousands of people marched in East Berlin to demand the fall of the wall. Every day more people marched. Soon hundreds of thousands were marching. Then suddenly on November 9 the wall fell. It took the world by surprise.

But the Berlin Wall could not have come down peacefully without the grassroots visionaries who dreamed, imagined, met, discussed, and organized over the years. The wall fell because ordinary people imagined a different future. They held up the possibility of a world without the wall, and they acted as if such a world was possible and inevitable.


The prophets of the world—from Isaiah to Dr. King to people in a church basement in East Berlin—point to a future filled with promise and possibility. As we begin this Advent season, will we allow ourselves to share in seeing that vision? Can we imagine ways to begin living into that vision today? Do we have faith that our daring to dream of a new world somehow will unleash a spirit of transformation that can actually change the world? Are we willing to commit ourselves and to work to help bring about that transformation.


Dana Gioia, the former director of the National Endowment for the Arts, is himself a poet. He has written a poem about the power of rituals and the seasons in which we celebrate them.


May the final stanza of that poem speak to us as we begin our Advent journey. May it inspire us to unleash our imaginations and engage our entire selves as we look toward the vision of the one who is to come to bring peace on earth. And may it remind us that this season is about much more than simply asking, “When will we get there?” But rather about asking, “How can we walk in the light of the Lord?”
Praise to the rituals that celebrate change,

old robes worn for new beginnings,

solemn protocol where the mutable soul,

surrounded by ancient experience, grows

young in the imagination's white dress.
Because it is not the rituals we honor

but our trust in what they signify, these rites

that honor us as witnesses — whether to watch

lovers swear loyalty in a careless world

or a newborn washed with water and oil.
So praise to innocence—impulsive and evergreen—

and let the old be touched by youth's

wayward astonishment at learning something new,

and dream of a future so fitting and so just

that our desire will bring it into being.
 Amen.
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