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Almost two months ago, I was scrolling through a news feed when I came across a report by 

CNN business writer, Allison Morrow, entitled “How America Ruined Christmas.” In it, Morrow 

described everything from changes to operations at the U.S. Postal Service, to disinvestment in 

manufacturing, to global trade wars with China, and even the U.S. jobs report that told of 

increased wages for lower-income workers that have impacted the global supply chain for 

everything from microchips in cell phones and cars to toys getting to the United States from 

abroad. Predicting less supply and more demand as the holiday shopping season was coming 

upon us, Morrow suggested that the current crisis that was ruining Christmas present supplies for 

many had been a long time in coming.1 

 

Almost a month later, I found myself scrolling through a similar feed only to discover that 

despite planning since February for possible delays in shipping in time for the pre-Thanksgiving 

shopping season, “Elf on a Shelf” would be impacted by the supply chain issues as well.2 You’ve 

heard of Elf on a Shelf, haven’t you? They are those adorable little creatures that parents dress up 

and set throughout the house to be a virtual nanny cam with a direct link to Santa’s naughty and 

nice list. They are ever present spies to tell Santa what every child is up to at any time. 

 

I don’t know if they work for all of you, but I know that one of my nieces had a breakdown last 

year when my mother accidently touched it and she thought it would ruin Christmas for everyone 

that year because no one is supposed to touch the elf. It takes away their magic. 

 

Supply chain troubles for Elf on a Shelf that began months ago and still weren’t addressed in 

time, reduced speed by postal services at a critical time of year, trade wars and so much more.  

Thanks for ruining Christmas before it even arrives. 

 

Thank goodness my mother, like so many other amazing grandmas, knows exactly what elves 

need for magical dust to return their magic. She saved the day last year. Knowing her, she’ll do it 

again this year once or twice before the day comes. 
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On a more serious note, though, what is it that has the potential to ruin Christmas for people of 

faith? 

 

In December of 2020, the pandemic caused many to be more cautious about big family 

gatherings in the face of the possibility of infecting vulnerable loved ones in our midst. Advent 

services were online. Even the staff who came into the building were cautious for one another’s 

sake. Suddenly, word of a vaccine going into the arms of frontline workers just in time for 

Christmas was like a miracle in so many ways, helping us to hold out hope that 2021 would be 

back to normal again. Almost a year of vaccinations now had us more hopeful that we’d be on a 

better track with COVID. 

 

Yet, as Michigan is ranked as one of the least controlled states in the nation, we’re now receiving 

extra federal workers to aid two of our hospitals in these days. To top it all off, we’ve just heard 

news of the nebulous Omicron variant out of South Africa that has the potential with a variety of 

new spike proteins to be more infective than anything we’ve seen yet. So what does that mean 

for us all? Thanks for ruining Christmas again, right? 

 

Today is the first Sunday of Advent. It’s the day that the Church universal begins our journey to 

the joy of Christmas. It’s with anticipatory longing that we sing out with the hymnwriter, “Come, 

thou long-expected Jesus.” Sure, we hope for Christmas, but we know that there are three more 

Sundays before we get to Christmas Eve. Yet, we can see the light at the end of that tunnel. We 

know what to expect. 

 

We know the joy that fills this season as we gather with friends and family. We know the peace 

experienced as women come to the church for Advent by Candlelight tomorrow to begin this 

Advent journey. We can feel the excitement of the season as our choir comes together for big 

music Sunday next week for a Celebration of Carols accompanied by a harpist. We can’t miss 

the thrill of our children as they take us to Christmas Town for Heralds of Christmas with choirs 

inside and a live nativity outside. And there is perhaps nothing to match the indescribable 

feelings we have as we lift our candles in realized hope on Christmas Eve, singing “Silent 

Night.” We know that the nights grow longer, but the celebration of light is on its way at 

Christmas. 

 

But what happens when hope seems missing for us? What happens when traditions have 

changed? What impacts the supply chain that we rely on for hope in the Advent and Christmas 

season? What happens if the order we’ve placed for hope leaves us wanting more, anticipating 

that we’ll somehow arrive at Christmas and not receive what we had expected? Where do we go 

to find hope when the commodity seems limited? 

 

Isaiah certainly knew of hopeless situations, as did those who heard his words both in his own 

time as well as throughout the ages. Isaiah is a prophet for the hopeless when the supply chain 

has been broken for them. He is writing to a people who have just watched the fall of the 

northern kingdoms of Aram and Israel to the Assyrians. He talks of a people who “have walked 

in darkness” and “those who lived in a land of deep darkness.” 
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At this time of year, as the days grow dark earlier and earlier, those who suffer with seasonal 

depression have invested in daylight lamps to help battle the impact of the darkness. When we 

are out of the sunlight and not getting our share of Vitamin D, it impacts our moods and alters a 

sense of being able to look further into the future to know that spring will arise again beyond the 

winter. 

 

Isaiah speaks to a season of light because he knows that the light of day brings a sense of hope in 

the midst of long nights. In some of the Bible’s most beautiful prose, he reminds the people that 

night does not win, it does not have the final say; and the people have not only seen the light, but 

on them the light has shined.  God brings light into their deepest sense of night. For Isaiah, the 

season of war is over, not only for the victorious oppressors, but for everyone as weapons are 

shattered and garments of war are burned. 

 

Yet, the most inspiring portion of Isaiah’s words of hope are what Handel captures so vividly for 

us: “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given. And the government shall be upon his 

shoulders. And his name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 

the Prince of Peace.” 

 

Isaiah reaches back to remind the people what God has done and reaches forward to proclaim 

and live out what God is doing now and in the future. Isaiah proclaims hope for the people, not 

in some great warrior of the present moment, but in a “child” who many view will rise up in the 

lineage of David to take authority. Isaiah sees hope not in the great warrior of old, but in a child, 

in the most vulnerable form of human existence. The Messiah, the Savior of the people of God, 

comes as a baby. 

 

Many years later, the people of God, oppressed by the Roman Empire, living in their own time of 

hopelessness, would reach back to hear the words of Isaiah. And the hope upon which the 

Church is built is found in the one they called “Messiah,” “Savior,” “Emmanuel,” “God is with 

us.” But that hope is born into the world yet again in the most vulnerable way, in the form of a 

baby, born in the nothing town of Bethlehem, the “house of bread,” to poor parents whose supply 

chain of hope would have been completely cut off by their society and the Roman government’s 

oppressive taxes. Our faith rests on discovering hope in the most unexpected places and people.  

Our faith rests on unwrapping hope where and when we least expect to meet “God with us.” 

 

So just how do we wrap hope? Could it be that Isaiah and the Advent season invite us to reach 

back and remember the stories where God inspired hope among us in the past; the times when 

God has been faithful when it seems that the supply chain of hope has been cut off for us? The 

light of the Advent wreath, the singing of Advent and Christmas carols, the traditions that have 

become so meaningful for us bind us with one another and hold us in hope. 

 

Yet Isaiah and Advent don’t simply leave us with hope as just a feeling. No, they require us to 

reach out and to discover hope in action in the places and among the people where we least 

expect to find hope. Hope invites us to act upon it for it to be realized in our lives. If Isaiah’s 

words were simply soothing to our hearts and souls, then they wouldn’t last long before the 

supply found us empty yet again. No, they invite us to reach out to give witness to hope until it is 

realized fully in our midst. 
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It doesn’t always come in the faces of grown warriors that we expect to establish peace, but in 

the presence of a child for whom we must search and find among those where hope seems to be a 

stranger. And in those very places when we think we are going to share hope, we find it in 

abundance, heralded by angels and proclaimed by shepherds. 

 

Hope is hope when it is enfleshed. When we incarnate hope, we see it become real for us. 

 

I don’t know about you, but I can’t help but think of the children at Methodist Children’s Home 

who open a Christmas present because people at Birmingham First decided to proclaim hope in 

difficult experiences. I can’t help but think of the Angel Tree family the other year who needed a 

stove to cook their Christmas meal and someone generously made it happen when they found out 

there was a need. Gifts under the tree for the children, food on the table for the family, and hope 

inspired in hearts that were experiencing the lengthy nights but found some sense of the light of a 

new day. 

 

Have you lost hope this year? What has the potential to disrupt your supply of hope at 

Christmas? How might we together open up a new supply and rediscover hope? Isn’t this what 

God does for us? When we were most hopeless, God came to us. Are you looking for hope?  

Reach back and listen to the carols and the stories anew this Advent. Then reach forward and 

unwrap hope for someone anew. You just might find it in the most unexpected places. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 https://www.cnn.com/2021/10/03/investing/stocks-week-ahead/index.html 

 
2 https://www.cnn.com/2021/11/06/business/elf-on-a-shelf-supply-chain/index.html 

 


