Sermon – Isaiah 2: 1-5 (1st Sunday of Advent)
Before I start here is your first Christmas joke of the year:

What is the most popular wine at Christmas? 
'but I hate Brussels sprouts!'

So here we are at Advent Sunday, the beginning of the journey to Christmas. Although of course the shops have been preparing for at least a month already. It was the Dickensian Christmas festival yesterday in Ulverston, the Christmas tree is up, and the town’s Christmas lights have been switched on. It will soon be time to start opening the doors on our advent calendars, and today we light the first candle on the advent wreath.

Christmas can mean many different things to different people. It is, for most of us, a time of gathering with family and friends; a time of feasting; a time of gift giving, and of decorating; a time for concerts and parties and of course shopping for all these things. It is also, inevitably, a time of remembering. Like Scrooge, we remember our Christmases past, remembering those no longer with us, even as we celebrate new arrivals in our families. Each Christmas marks the passage of the years for all of us. But for many, this Christmas will sadly not live up to those idealised memories, the perceived magic and wonder of times gone. Carol singing in the snow, family reunions in the pub, Christmas specials on the TV, children up at the crack of dawn to excitedly rip open those mysterious packages. Many will hope that Christmas this year will live up to those golden memories of the past, but most will be disappointed. What will be left as the new year dawns? Too often debt, depression, pine needles and an expanded waistline? 
But as we enter advent, that season of preparation and waiting, we need to recognise that it is not just a countdown to the Christmas festivities, a time of rushing round making sure that we have all that we need, or think that we do. Advent, like Lent, has often been marked by the church as a penitential season, a time of reflection on our spiritual health, a time of preparing for the birth of something new.
And we need that time. We all live in a world where we expect instant results. Microwave meals, instant win scratchcards, ever faster broadband. We live our lives in the fast lane, so intent on getting there that there is no time to think about where it is we are trying to get to.

But of course realistically few of us could spend advent in quiet meditation, however much we would like to. There are certain pressures of modern life that just cannot be avoided. Its good to demonstrate that we care for others by sending cards and exchanging gifts, its good to open our homes to friends and neighbours, and it’s good to want our children to have a magical and memorable time this Christmas.

But perhaps we can find enough time to ask ourselves why we are doing all this? What is it we personally hope for this Christmas. What do we long for it to leave in our hearts and in our lives? Philosophers over the ages have agreed that hope is crucial to human existence, the belief that there will come a time when things will be better than they are now. Alexandre Dumas, the 19th century French author once wrote ‘ all human wisdom can be summed up in two words – wait and hope’, and perhaps that quote also sums up what advent is all about. In fact one of the ways in which the church has symbolised the advent candles are as hope, love, joy and peace. Today’s candle, the first one of the advent wreath represents hope.
But maybe there are some people around today who feel that hope has slipped out of their grasp. Caught up in crisis or despair hope seems to be nowhere in sight. There is no light at the end of the tunnel, no sign that things will improve. Maybe some simply refuse to believe that there is any hope. Things are never going to get better for me. This is just the way things are. My health will never improve, I’ll never find a job, my family will never change’. But the reality is that we are simply not designed to live without hope.  When you have no hope in a relationship, you end it.  When you have no hope in your job, you leave it.  When you have no hope in your life, you can't live.  It simply is a kind of fuel we're animated by daily and we all have it, even if our vision of the future or the measure of our hope differs.
The passage we heard from Isaiah speaks to a nation who seemed to have lost sight of where their hope really lies. It was a time when Assyria had invaded and occupied the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and the Southern Kingdom of Judah is living in constant fear of the same thing happening to them. 
The people had turned away from God, had become corrupt and immoral, and although wealthy, they had become greedy and materialistic. They knew as a small nation they were a tempting target for the superpower Assyrian empire and some were looking to Egypt or Syria for protection, alliances that were far from dependable. 
Isaiah has two dominant themes that are woven together throughout the book. These are judgement and hope. The people of God are called to repentance and must pay the price for their rejection of God, but in time God will cleanse and restore his people, and Isaiah prophesises how in the future all nations will be drawn to God through the work of Jesus. 
Isaiah portrays a vision of the future, when Jerusalem becomes once again the political and spiritual centre of the world, a place where the Messiah would make his home, where people can walk with him, be taught by him. It will be a time when Gods law is supreme, where there will be justice and equality for everyone and a time when conflicts and wars will be things of the past. Over the centuries Isaiah’s words have struck a chord in so many human hearts.
‘They will beat their swords into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation. Neither will they learn war anymore.’ Those words are engraved in stone in a wall of the United Nations building in New York.

And those words resonate powerfully in the world of today. Where almost every day we hear about the so-called war on terror, where conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan continue to claim the lives of soldiers and civilians alike, where the ancient enmity between Israel and Palestine seems to be impossible to resolve, where North and South Korea continually exchange potshots and threats, and throughout the world so many nations seem unable to live in peace. It won’t be this way forever. One day God will put an end to it. During Advent we are not only preparing for the arrival of Jesus, the Messiah and redeemer of the world, we are also anticipating his return as Christ the King to complete the establishment of the Kingdom of God. So while advent is a penitentiary season as I said at the start of this sermon, it is also celebrated as a time of joy and happiness as we await the coming of the King.

Because of the dual themes of repentance and hope, Advent is a time of preparation that is often marked by prayer. While Lent is characterized by fasting and a spirit of penitence, Advent’s prayers are prayers of re-commitment, prayers of submission, prayers for deliverance, prayers from those walking in darkness who are awaiting and anticipating a great light, something we read later in Isaiah 9. But how easy it is for all of us to be so swept away by the business of Christmas preparations that we just don’t find the time to spend with God, listening to his voice, immersing ourself in his presence, rediscovering the deep reassurance, the certainty of the hope we have in him.
During this advent season God’s message of hope speaks to us just as powerfully, just as relevantly as he did through the words of Isaiah to his people 2,700 years ago. Salvation has come, the Kingdom of God is here, his Holy Spirit is at work among his people, and he will never leave us, never abandon us, never stop loving us, even if our lives seem dark and hopeless, even when we can’t feel a trace of his presence in our lives.
Time and again in the pages of the Bible the message rings out loud and clear. There is always hope. God can transform any situation. Hope is not something we have to manufacture for ourselves. Psalm 62 verse 5 – ‘My hope comes from God’. Psalm 42 verse 5 – ‘Put your hope in God’. Hebrews 6 v 19 – ‘We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.’  It is a hope rooted in the promises of God.
Sometimes its hard to believe, but even when we are in the midst of that darkness, when life is as dark as its ever been, the blackness of a thousand midnights, when we feel empty and lost inside. 
Suddenly there is a word, a friend, a scripture, a feeling, a sense, something miraculous that reaches into the depths of our soul with warmth and light, and that hope is reignited, assuring us that God is right there with us, that he is holding us in the palm of his hand, and will never let us go.  As Paul says in our reading from Romans 13, ‘The night is nearly over, the day is almost here’. 
Our advent hope is for what God is yet to do. 
We cannot constantly look to the past, what has been, longing for some golden age that was never really all that we think it was. God has plans and purposes, which although we might not fully comprehend cannot be thwarted. God will come, light will come, his Kingdom will come. He will make something new, something marvellous. That day will come. Let’s pray that this advent God will fill all of us with that hope that sustains and transforms us.
Amen.

