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5 Happy are those whose help is the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the Lord their God, 6 
who made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them; who keeps faith forever; 7 
who executes justice for the oppressed; who gives food to the hungry. The Lord sets the 
prisoners free; 8 the Lord opens the eyes of the blind.  The Lord lifts up those who are 
bowed down; the Lord loves the righteous. 9 The Lord watches over the strangers; he 
upholds the orphan and the widow, but the way of the wicked he brings to ruin. 10 The 
Lord will reign forever, your God, O Zion, for all generations. Praise the Lord!  (Ps. 146:5-
10 NRSV) 
 
1 The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like 
the crocus 2 it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing. The glory of 
Lebanon shall be given to it, the majesty of Carmel and Sharon. They shall see the glory of 
the Lord, the majesty of our God. 3 Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble 
knees. 4 Say to those who are of a fearful heart, "Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God. 
He will come with vengeance, with terrible recompense. He will come and save you."  5 
Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 6 then the 
lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. For waters shall 
break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert; 7 the burning sand shall become a 
pool, and the thirsty ground springs of water; the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp, 
the grass shall become reeds and rushes. 8 A highway shall be there, and it shall be called 
the Holy Way; the unclean shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God's people; no 
traveler, not even fools, shall go astray. 9 No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous 
beast come up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall walk there. 10 
And the ransomed of the Lord shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy 
shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing 
shall flee away.  (Is. 35:1-10 NRSV) 
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 For what do you hope?   
Before you get too far thinking about that question I want you to understand that 

I’m not talking about optimism.  Hope and optimism may have similarities but they are 
not the same thing.  There is nothing wrong with optimism, really…to insist you will do 
well when you take college boards…or that when the “service engine” light flashes on 
your car’s dashboard, the certainty that it’s going to be a simple, inexpensive fix…or the 
assurance that the gloomy lab tests don’t tell the whole story. 

There is nothing wrong or somehow un-Christian about optimism…but the 
theological virtue of hope is more than the wish that things will go your way or turn out 
well.  Christian hope is based on the conviction that God is at work in your life and in the 
world whether you can see it or not…and whether events unfold the way you want them 
to or not.  Another way to put it...whereas optimism trusts things will turn out well…hope 
trusts all will be well because of the goodness and presence of God.  Still another way to 
put it…we cannot sustain meaning and purpose by ourselves…by the sheer willpower of 
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our optimism.  We do not have within us the stuff to make life whole.  We need God to 
“fill us with life anew.”1 
 Cynthia Bourgeault is a modern day mystic, an Episcopal priest, a writer, and an 
internationally known retreat leader.  When it comes to the notion of Christian hope, it is 
hard to find someone more articulate.  She writes… 
 

For me the journey to the source of hope is ultimately a theological journey: (a journey) up 
and over the mountain to the source of hope (that is, to God). This journey to the 
wellsprings of hope is not something that will change your life in the short range…in the 
externals.  Rather, it is something that will change your innermost way of seeing.  From 
there, inevitably, the externals will rearrange.2 
 

 Christian hope is all about our memory of the future.3  It is about learning to look 
forward, not to what we can achieve, but to the fulfillment of God's creation, confident in 
the memory of what God has already achieved in Jesus Christ.4  God planted hope's home 
deep within us, and within all things.  It is a quality of aliveness.  It does not come at the 
end, as the feeling we get from a happy outcome.  Instead, it lies at the beginning, as a 
pulse of truth that sends us forth.  When our innermost being is attuned to this hopeful 
pulse it will send us forth in hope, regardless of the physical circumstances of our lives.  
Hope fills us with the strength to stay present, to trust and lean on Christ, no matter what 
outer storms assail us.  We enter hope through the willingness to let go of the things we 
are presently clinging to.  And yet, when we enter hope, it enters us and fills us with its 
own life…a quiet strength beyond anything we have ever known.5 
 With Cynthia Bourgeault’s insight in mind, consider the following impulse offered 
to me by Deb Klein, my wife.  As is the case every Tuesday morning, a group of people 
gathered Tuesday to study the Isaiah passage we read this morning.  The gathering is part 
of what is known as Lectio Divina – divine reading of the text.6 
 Traditionally Lectio Divina involves several steps.  Those steps include: reading and 
listening to the passage; meditating upon the passage; praying the passage; and then 
engaging in a wordless, silent contemplation of the passage. 
 As Deb prayed the Isaiah passage Tuesday she found her prayers taking the form of 
a number of questions.  Each question took her deeper toward the wellspring of hope that 
challenged her way of seeing and therefore of being.  Deb graciously gave me permission 
to borrow her insights.   
 The Isaiah passage led her to prayerfully ask…  How am I blind?  In what ways, O 
God, can you help me see? 
 How am I deaf?  Help me to hear aright, O God, help me hear your voice, your 
guidance, your mercy. 
 How am I lame?  In what ways am I crippled that you could heal?  What crutches 
could you help me lay down?  What freedom do you desire to give me? 
 How am I speechless?  How and when am I speechless when you would have me 
speak?  When am I hesitant to use my voice for good, for praise…to speak of you and for 
you…to speak your words of redeeming life? 
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 As I listen to Deb’s prayer I find myself set on a journey to the source of hope, too.  
Like Deb, I realize I need God to help me identify those ways in which I have been blind or 
deaf or lame or speechless…those ways in which I have lived as if I do not need hope. 
 

2 
 We are in the thick of Advent, a time to reflect upon the source of our hope…that is, 
upon the Incarnation…which is a word that means God becoming one of us.  It may be 
that when we talk about the Incarnation we are tempted to think of it as something God 
did 2000 years ago…something that has come and gone.  But the Incarnation is not only 
something that happened long ago…it continues…it happens still…even right here, right 
now.   

Listen to something I came across from Leo the Great, a Pope who lived in the 400’s 
AD.7  He wanted his flock to realize the Incarnation was not simply a bygone event…but 
an ever-present, daily, practical reality.  He wanted them, through faith, to trust God was 
with them when they ate and drank, when they were sick, when they were joyful, when 
they were making love, when they were grieving, when they were dying.  Leo wanted the 
church to think this way in order to help them realize they were not alone in the 
ordinariness of life or in the trials and drudgery of life.  Because of the Incarnation, which 
has implications that are new every day and sure as the sunrise, Leo the Great believed we 
have reason to hope we can and do and will participate in God’s life every day.8  
 The prophet Isaiah articulates his hope for Israel in our passage for today.  He does 
so by use of poetry.  He tells his people that, even though they will spend time exiled from 
Jerusalem, God will be with them.  And after they have lived as captives in the land of 
their enemy, God will bring them back home to Jerusalem.  And here is where the poetry 
comes in.  Isaiah says – when they are led back to Jerusalem, it will be like a barren desert 
coming alive with brilliant, colorful flowers.  It will be like burning sands becoming a cool 
oasis and streams breaking through the parched ground.  It will be like having arthritic 
hands straightened and crippled knees strengthened.  It will be like having blind eyes that 
see and deaf ears that hear.   
 Isaiah describes a joyful homecoming that will happen someday in their future.  In 
the meantime they are to live as if they can already see that future, feel it, and taste it.   
 Isaiah told his people they could hope for this joyous homecoming...why?  Because 
of God.  Their hope was not to be in who they were or in their imagined goodness or in 
their ability to repent and confess their sinfulness.  Their hope was not to be in some 
general belief that if they had positive thoughts, if they were just optimistic, good things 
would simply happen.   

Isaiah told his people their hope was based upon the goodness of God – upon God's 
unfailing love and mercy – upon God's choice to be faithful and benevolent and forgiving. 

3 
 It would be a mistake to think Isaiah anticipated the coming of Jesus…but his 
prophecies were borrowed by the church from the beginning.  The earliest Christians saw 
Jesus as the fulfillment of what Isaiah predicted.  In Jesus' presence and after his death 
those earliest Christians received joy so profound it was like a desert bursting forth in 
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blossom – it was like springs breaking forth in the wilderness…the very things Isaiah 
predicted.   
 If asked to describe what life was like after they had come to know Jesus they often 
had to speak poetically.  It was like…being healed of blindness or deafness – it was like 
learning what life can be – it was like being in the presence of God himself and receiving a 
glimpse into God's eternal kingdom.9 
 Whereas Isaiah's poetry invites us to hope in God, the advent of Jesus redoubles our 
reasons to hope in God.  In the person of Jesus we glimpse something that doesn't just 
catch our eye…it grabs us from head to toe…body, mind, and spirit.  Through Jesus we 
begin to sense that the hope God gives us involves a new quality of life for us and the rest 
of the created order.   

Not everyone has such hope, though.  There are some people in this life for whom 
circumstances are so dire that they cannot imagine a new quality of life in this life.  Behind 
more doors in this town than you realize, live folks whose hope has been tested – folks 
who have fallen into or are on the verge of despair.   

The season of Christmas is a particularly dismal time for lots of people.  Are you 
aware that some people describe it as the loneliest, most depressing time of the year?  So, 
my friends, you can play a role in helping such people reclaim a sense of hope.  Make a 
point of checking in with your neighbors…particularly those who are alone.  And if you 
happen to be slipping into a dark place yourself, dare to reach out to someone…to a 
neighbor, to me.  My point is…be alert, pay attention so you can be agents of hope to folks 
around you.  Who knows, you may be the very person God has in mind to help them turn 
from despair to hope. 

4 
Today is the third Sunday in Advent.  We lit a new candle to remind us the source 

of our hope is Jesus who brings light into the dark places of the world.  Through the words 
of Isaiah we heard God’s promise of a future shaped by justice and righteousness…and 
were reminded that as we wait for the fullness of that promised future we can live as if we 
can already see that future, feel it, and taste it.  From the Psalmist we were told that we 
will not notice the peace of God if we place our hope in anyone or anything other than 
God…because God is in the ongoing business of defending those who are wronged, 
feeding those who are hungry, freeing the prisoner, giving sight to the blind, protecting 
the stranger, and taking the side of orphans and widows.  I shared Deb’s prayer which 
Isaiah’s vision prompted, as well as insights from Cynthia Bourgeault about hope.   

All of that gives us much to ponder in the silence that follows the sermon.  I 
encourage you to take this quiet time to let all you have heard from these witnesses do its 
work in you…to the glory of God.  Amen. 
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