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Early in the morning we had waded through dust that covered the bare ground like a deep layer of new fallen snow, dust that swirled in the air when touched by even the slightest stir of wind and thickened to a consistency that made it difficult for normal people to breathe and almost impossible for asthmatics.  I had visited with several residents of a FEMA trailer park squeezed into a rather narrow piece of parched earth on the far side of inconvenience in Baker, Louisiana.  Then, late in the afternoon after a day of talking with residents in their three-feet of living space per person in several different shelters and visiting with religious leaders who were trying to take care of thousands of people with no money and little expertise beyond compassion, for two hours I listened to evacuees tell their stories.  Hosted and accompanied by the mayors of Baker and Baton Rouge, I had led a delegation of interfaith leaders from all across the nation to this one section of the Gulf Coast region devastated by the hurricanes of the fading summer.  The words of one young woman continue to haunt me—words ringing in my ears and inspiring me, prodding me, to keep seeking coalitions that can provide services and goods to people who have had no access to government funding while doing a large share of the government’s work in providing for the public’s welfare.
“You ask me what I need,” this young woman asked rhetorically; “What do I need?  What about my toenail clippers or a curling iron for my hair?  Do you know what it is like to have nothing?  Nothing!  Everything is gone!  Do you know what it is like to have nothing and to have no way of getting anything?”
Today is the first Sunday of Advent, traditionally known as the Sunday of Hope.  How dare you speak of hope? I ask myself, knowing that if I cannot answer that question I have no business climbing into this pulpit this morning, while hearing again and again this young woman’s questions.  “How dare we speak of hope?” I ask you, realizing that we best have an answer for that question if this season of Advent is to have any meaning.  Unless what we are here to speak about, to ponder, and perhaps to celebrate today on the First Sunday of Advent in some way can offer hope to that young woman and to the thousands of her brothers and sisters in a massive family of need, we best not speak at all.  Either the promise of Advent is relevant to contemporary hopelessness of all kinds or we are merely dabbling in a liturgical exercise inspired by biblical fantasy.
How dare we speak of hope?  We cannot slink away from that question or pretend it is nonexistent.  Only by meeting the inquiry head on and seeking honestly to answer its demand for substance and meaning can we find any real peace on this Advent pilgrimage.  
I still can see that rugged home-made sign made of swashes of a black magic-marker scrawled across a ragged piece of plywood and leaned against a bent, denuded tree surrounded by the debris of people’s homes and personal possessions in Biloxi, Mississippi—Street of Shattered Dreams the sign read.  How many people live at that spiritual address, I have wondered.  And, do we have a dream to share with these people that enables them, empowers them, to rebuild whatever they can and to put their lives back together?
Countless numbers of people around us and, no doubt, some of us identify with the poignant outburst of the ancient prophet named Isaiah.  Why can’t God do something about this situation?  Show up, God!  Will you please?  We would welcome the trembling caused by your presence.  Perhaps it would stop the trembling caused by our pain.  You have done it before, Holy One; have you now finished with your help for humankind?”
I am told that the Tamil language of South India contains no word for hope.  A raw determinism characterizes Hinduism in that region—“Whatever will be will be,” people say to each other with solemn resignation.  As I crisscross this nation week after week, listening to all kinds of people in all kinds of situations, I have a strong sense that the chasm in the Tamil vocabulary left by the absence of a word for home is an apt symbol for an aching spirituality among people, scores of people, who see no signs of and no reasons for hope.  Such a hopeless view of life, however, stands in sharp contrast to the language of the Christian Scriptures and particularly to that glorious vocabulary word translated “hope”, meaning eager expectation, standing on tiptoes waiting for something more, something better, something healing, something transforming.  
How dare we speak of hope?  What is real and what is not?  Dare we speak of hope in the presence of people who virtually have given up all hope?
My answer to that question is “Yes.  We must speak of hope.”  Please know, though, that I do not speak my response loudly or hold my view arrogantly.  I do not convey this word paternalistically or authoritatively, though I offer it confidently.  Fully aware that the word itself—hope—may feel like a slap in the face to people mired in difficulties they did not make, weighed down by challenges they did not cause and robbed of any resources with which to help themselves (yes, there are such people; I can take you to them and introduce them to you, if you wish), I speak softly about hope, sensitively eager for my words to feel like a healing salve softly massaged into people’s deepest bruises, not like a rough piece of new sandpaper aggravating old hurts and causing new ones.
“Why?” you ask, “Or, how?”  Why do I speak of hope?  How do I speak of hope?  
I remember.  I have a fairly good memory and I use it to remember.  Across the years, the smartest people whom I have been privileged to know have taught me that if we want to know the future, we must be able to remember the past.  The tap roots of my hope for tomorrow resides in my memories of a thousand yesterdays.
God keeps promises.  My memory informs my faith regarding that reality.  In the depths and on the heights of Hebrew history as well as Christian history, all who look carefully make the same discovery—God keeps promises.  
Age after age it is the same.  God promises comfort, deliverance, sight, and salvation—comfort for the grieving, a homeland for the dispossessed, light for traveling the path of a new journey, deliverance from despair, and, through all of that a love that will not let us go.  How arrogant, how utterly self-glorifying we would be to assume that, we would be the first people in history to whom God has not kept the divine promises that were for us!  Who do we think we are to be exceptions to the blessing of God’s kept promises!
Last Sunday evening, during the Agape Meal here in the sanctuary, Linda James insightfully observed how all of us are in the present what the past—good and bad—has made us.  Linda and I had talked about this stunning reality earlier in the day.  Over and over again, what we have viewed, at the time, as dead end streets eventually have opened into avenues for new pilgrimages.  Hurt—grinding, terrible, seemingly unbearable hurt that we thought would never end—forced us into new situations and new relationships in which we found a level of fulfillment and happiness that we never had known before.  Many times, in the bewildered, somewhat hacked-off spirit of Isaiah, I have posed the questions, “Why did we have to go through all of that to get here? Why did things have to get so bad to bring about the changes in direction in our lives that bring us face-to-face with such great good?”  I do not know the answer to those questions.  I wish it were not that way.  But, I find profound hope in the realization that some of the worst experiences in our lives eventually form the wombs from which God helps birth a new life for us.
Rock bottom reality is the realm of God’s activity and the venue in which we encounter real hope.  In the dark night of the soul, light finally breaks.  Amid a despicable pain that we feel we cannot endure for another second, relief comes, and then rest.  Bent over by grief or anguish of another sort, one day we find the ability to stand up and we walk or skip or run with straight spines and lifted heads and good speed.
Remembering that God keeps promises, I know that I dare not speak of hope.  Besides . . .  
The people of God address challenges and solve problems far beyond our capacity to understand them or our acknowledged resources.  There is a grace to it all, an amazing grace.  We discover solutions on the way to engaging problems, when we begin to address needs that, at the moment, we see no way of meeting, when we actually shoulder loads under which we are certain our legs will bend and our backs will break, when we take one step to offer help in a desperate situation feeling that we never will be able to take another step and suddenly we find ourselves walking.
I believe that this nation is smart enough and wealthy enough to care for the victims of this past summer’s storms in a manner that helps improve their lives.  I have no doubt that we have the resources to rebuild Biloxi, Gulfport and New Orleans.  I know that we can relocate and adequately house people in Louisiana without relying on trailer ghettoes or eradicating support for public education and erasing other programs of public service.  The way is there.  The money is available.  At question is whether there is a will to pursue that way and a priority of compassion sufficient to spend the money necessary for offering such help.
Among the people of God, there should be no doubt or silence about the possibilities.  Again, look at our history.  Amid the sordid dimensions of the movement of God’s people are also to be found glorious achievements—putting slavery behind us, enduring exile and going home again, finding a way to feed hungry people when at first glance we did not appear to have enough food, building communities of refuge in hostile environments, loving people into wholeness rather than condemning their fragmentation, affecting a civil rights movement using strategies of non-violence.  That is what can be done by the people of God!  That is what has been done from time to time by the people of God! And, I must say, that is what is being done right now by people of God all along the Gulf Coast. Houses of worship are going deep in debt caring for needs for which the government has made no money available because houses of worship are the spiritual homes of people who care and act on that care.
How dare we not speak of hope?  Remember as well, what you also know already . . .
God is the creator of surprises.  We may know very well how a situation looks in the present moment, but none of us is smart enough to give in to despair.  We do not yet know the end.  We cannot be certain enough about the future to give up hope.  We are too incompetent in the folly of fortune-telling to see the advent of surprises.  
Remember, the people who walked in darkness were the ones who saw a great light.  Surprise!  Remember, comfort came among people weeping like they had lost their children.  Surprise!  Remember, God’s compelling initiative for peace emerged amid the ravages of endless wars.  Surprise!  Remember, the journey to the birth of the Messiah involved an unwed teenage mother bumping along on the back of a donkey.  Surprise!  Remember, the long-awaited Messiah arrived in a cattle stall rather than in the precincts of a temple.  Surprise!
Please do not tell me that you know how everything is going to turn out and that it is foolish to have hope.  You do not know.  God is a God of infinite surprises—surprises filled with deliverance and healing, comfort and celebration, reconciliation and peace.
“Do you know what it is like to have nothing?” the young woman asked.  How many people live on the street called Shattered Dreams?  How dare we speak of hope?  With utmost respect for the hurts of this day and the toll that they take on all of us, I must ask, “How dare we not speak of hope?”  
Please, use your memory.  Review your history.  Read again Christian theology.  Everything we know about the past when God is in it evokes hope for the future.
Could it be that we have been looking for hope in all the wrong places and treating despair in ways that make it worse rather than erase it?  Would you consider the real possibility that we could benefit from altering a bit our journey through Advent this year, benefit from changing our whole approach to Christmas?  What is most essential in this season may best be found in simple settings with sparse accoutrements rather than in hectic schedules feverishly crowded with lavish festivities in which, for all practical purposes, the word of God is muted and the arrival of the Messiah ignored because of the clamor of our preoccupation with self-made joy.
While doing research in a small town in Poland during a prior season of Advent, a colleague of my good friend Diana Eck, discovered that there Advent was a time of preparation for the birth of Christ through penitence.  Advent pilgrims contemplated not so much the appearance of the Christ child as the coming of Christ as judge.  Subsequently, Advent worshipers shaped the season as one of serious austerity—devoid of card swapping, parties, feasting, and an orgy of commercialism.  They did not even sing carols through the season of Advent.  On Christmas Eve in that community, people attended a midnight mass and then returned home to eat a simple meal together.  Only after a special wafer had been broken and shared with all at the table did caroling begin and expressions of joy take sound.  Before the evening was over, though, everyone in a family exclaimed together, “Hallelujah!”  Each shared with the others the good news that Jesus had come not as a judge but as a child.  All followed the lingering echoes of the resounding “hallelujahs” with a reminder, “We have one more year to get ready.”
Part of the challenge of Advent for us is to become still enough in some place quiet enough that we can hear the hurts of people around us, feel the pounding of our hearts within us, sense the bubbling up of compassionate sensitivity eager to find expression in varied forms of public service, know that it is not too late for help to arrive among those in need, see that service is the most sublime gift of the season to the one whose birth is at the center of the season, and, thus, feel the passionate stirrings of hope—a hope that will not go away until all is well.
Moving inside a makeshift building to escape the swirling dust of the trailer city set up by FEMA in Baker, Louisiana, I stood in a small space where the people of this new community created by need came to get their mail, to fill out job applications, to receive instructions, and to eat their meals.  Standing there is where I learned that the people who lived in these cramped quarters—a doctor, an educator, several nurses—not lazy, incapable people but people broadsided by indescribable harm—most of whom had been brought to this site not knowing where they were going—had named what many outsiders were calling “a FEMA ghetto—Renaissance City!  Renaissance City—a place to begin again, a site on which to renew the spirit—the kind of place where people like us would do well to go to discover how God works in hopelessness to turn pleas for help into a prelude to hope—the kind of place where we could experience fully the substance of hope that feeds a celebration of Advent.
The hope of this season arises amid the fragments of shattered dreams and the shreds of ripped-apart expectations which, in the wisdom, kindness, and grace of God become the materials with which to shape a new creation and fashion a new life!
How dare we speak of hope!  How dare we not speak of hope?  Amen.
 
PRAYER FOR ADVENT
O Coming God, as if sprinting toward a sunrise after a night that we thought would last forever, we set ourselves on the spiritual pilgrimage called Advent.  Give us honesty as well as persistence on this journey that even if we begin in hopelessness, seeing promise, if at all, only through eyes covered with heavy spiritual cataracts, before these weeks are over, let us see light, beautiful light, light that warms our souls and fills our spirits with such hope that we want to know how best to receive your gift of Christ and how, in the name of Christ, to share our gifts with other people even as with you.  Amen.
 
 
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
          O God, regardless of the degree of our weariness, despite the powerful lure of despondency, regardless of the reign of mediocrity in our lives, do not allow us to miss the advent of hope, please.  Wake up our souls.  Stir our spirits.  Make us restless until we can with clarity hear the music and see the sunburst of a new beginning.  We yawn, w stretch, we bend our backs, we roll our shoulders, we flex our necks so as to be loose, sensitive, fully awake, ready, at first sound, eager at first light, to respond to the coming of all for which we have looked forward since we first knew that only with your help would we ever be the persons you called us to be, the people we want to be, children of hope in a family of love exultant in joy.  O come, O come, Emmanuel.  Amen. 
 
