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Friends, today we find ourselves in two worlds, in two seasons.


You certainly know all about the one season – the season we know as “the holiday season”, at least for everyone who wants to be inclusive, who wants to be sure that we remember this is the month when we not only think about Christmas but also, for many, Hanukkah and Kwanzaa and New Year’s Eve. It is the season of gaiety and laughter, of shopping and decorating and card sending and cookie baking and Christmas parties and “A Charlie Brown Christmas” and “Elf” and “It’s a Wonderful Life” and “How The Grinch Stole Christmas.” 


But this is also another season as well, that strange season the church stubbornly insists on throwing at us, the season of Advent. Historically, Advent is the fast before the feast of Christmas, which at one time was not celebrated until December 25. Just as one might get ready for the bountiful feast of turkey with all the fixins on Thanksgiving by having a light breakfast, so that you might have more room for all that wonderful food, the idea of the season of Advent is to have a time when we might reflect, engage in some introspection, ponder our needs and our desires – so that, when Christmas does come, we might appreciate its significance more deeply, we might enjoy the celebrations even more. Advent, the fast before the feast.

And so we enter Advent with this most traditional of Advent songs, “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” Emmanuel, a word which means “God-with-Us,” refers of course to the one we came to know as Jesus. The song expresses ancient Israel’s yearning for the greatest gift of all – not for toys, not for fun, but for peace. The song sings of Israel’s desire to be free from captivity in ancient Babylon, and later free from occupation by the Roman Empire. We remember that Mary and Joseph traveled to Bethlehem for the birth of the one they named “Jesus”, but the fuller story is that they were compelled to do so order of their Roman overlords, by the Emperor Augustus, the better that they might be taxed to pay for the occupation.

But the song does not end there, with a people long ago and far away yearning for peace. “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” expresses our yearning for peace as well. “Bid envy, strife, and quarrels cease” we sing – “fill the whole world with heaven’s peace.”

As we get ready for Christmas, for our annual remembrance of the birth of Jesus in a stable long ago; as we get ready for Christ coming into our lives, and into our hearts, here, now, today; as we wait for the kingdom of God to be realized in all its fullness – we start from a point of honesty. We start by remembering that we are not at peace. We start by remembering that wars and violence still mar this lonely planet. We start by remembering that too often we are not at peace with one another, with our family members, with fellow church members, or with people who vote for candidates of a different party. And we start by remembering that often we are not even at peace with ourselves – much of the time we find ourselves unhappy with ourselves, with our inability to break out of old addictions or harmful patterns, with our bodies which break down too often and stubbornly insist on getting wider around the middle, and our minds which too easily are distracted by all the tech which lies to close at hand, and our souls which just get a bit weary.

As we get ready for Christmas, we start from a place of honesty, and we also start from a point of yearning, of longing, of desiring. What do we want, deep down, for Christmas? We want peace. Lord, we pray, send us peace.


Our reading from the Bible today comes from the prophet Isaiah of Jerusalem, otherwise known as First Isaiah. Isaiah prophesied in Jerusalem about 700 years before the birth of Jesus.


 Nobody chose to be a prophet as a career choice in the time of Isaiah. There was no academic track to be enrolled in, no apprenticeship to be served, and the pay – well, there wasn’t any. Prophets were people who found themselves called by God to speak God’s word to the people, and they recognized what a terrifying and troubling and unpopular thing this was. Often what God told them to say was not well received by the people. But here Isaiah tells the people of a message God had for them of their future, a future where there would be peace for all the nations…. (Isaiah 2:1-5).

----------


Some commentators on this passage from Isaiah draw parallels to the “I Have A Dream” speech of the late Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. They think back on Dr. King’s speech, and his dream of a day when prejudice and racism will be a thing of the past, when all people will live together in harmony, and they see that Isaiah’s prophecy presages those themes. For Isaiah announces that in the days to come – sometime in the indefinite future, but definitely some time – the mountain of the Lord’s house, the hill in the city of Jerusalem named Mt. Zion, atop of which sat the Temple, will be raised up higher than all the other mountains – sort of a “Big Dig” project in reverse. And then peoples from all over the world will stream to that mountain, will gather at its foot and begin the long ascent. And once they mount its slope,  there they will be instructed by God in the ways of peace and justice, after which they shall do the sensible thing and beat their tools of war into instruments of agriculture, after which they will go to school not to learn how to better wage war, but how to wage peace. It is a marvelous vision of a transformed world.


But friends, let’s not kid ourselves. In this time when so much of the world finds itself once again at war – wars in Ukraine and Gaza and Sudan, an undeclared war on boats coming north in the Caribbean and the eastern Pacific, the “war on terror” and so on – in this time of nationalism and international mistrust, we are sorely tempted to write off as just a dream Isaiah’s announcement of  the reign of God, of a time when all the nations shall be at peace. Or, at the very least, we are tempted to believe that if this is to happen, it will only be in an era outside of history, not within it. Certainly we cannot expect that era of peace to arrive in the very near future. 


But does that mean we should write it off entirely, capitulate to the harsh realities, give up and, what the heck, just buy stock in Halliburton and General Dynamics? 


For we do have the assurance, both in our reading from Isaiah today and indeed throughout the Bible, that God will reign, and in peace. The promise is there. How can we hear these lines from Isaiah and not have our hopes for peace rekindled? And how could this age of peace and justice come in if we do not keep that hope alive, if we do not hold onto that vision of a time when nations shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks, when countries will stop spending billions on armaments and corporate welfare for multi-national arms merchants and instead put that money towards health care and education and job training for all?


No one says it will be easy. Isaiah does not say it will be easy. Look at the image he uses to portray this coming age of peace – it only comes when the people respond to God’s gracious invitation to go up the mountain of the Lord. Go up the mountain – the road to peace is an uphill march. Like a car climbing Mount Washington – only without the car. Like an expedition to the top of Mt. Everest, except maybe without the Sherpas to carry all our gear. The pathway to peace is a long, tough road, and you will be tempted to turn back, you will be enticed to take other paths, sirens will call to you from wayside inns and encourage you to forget your destination in favor of a life of merriment and forgetfulness and ease.  


But at heart we know what we want – we want peace, we want an encounter with the One who will heal hearts grown weary of war and violence, who will bind up broken communities, who will make us whole where we are divided even against ourselves. 


And so, in this season of Advent, let us rededicate ourselves to that march, trusting that some day, some way, in God’s own time, we will see the mountaintop; if only we can put one foot in front of the other, one step at a time, carrying in our minds, and sharing with our lips, the vision of God’s peaceable kingdom, we will see the mountaintop. 

We will see the mountaintop. May it be so, Amen.
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