
 
  

  

 “I was glad when they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the LORD!’” If the 

bulletin had not already been done, I would have added that line from Psalm 122 to the 

service. It is the psalm reading for assigned for today, the first Sunday of the new year for 

Christians that pairs well with the prophet Isaiah imagining a joyful procession of all the 

people of the earth coming home to the mountain of the LORD. 

 

 That’s the word this Advent begins with – “Come, let us go up to the mountain of 

the LORD…” We know that the Jewish people made regular pilgrimage to what they 

called Mt. Zion, to the city of Jerusalem, singing joyful songs of homecoming. And 

Isaiah imagines a scene like it, with the mountain of the LORD elevated above all the 

others.  

 

 Thomas Merton, in his book, “The Sign of Jonas,” talks about being a new monk 

in a Trappist monastery and complaining out loud about having to chant the psalms 

several times every day. His abbot offered the new monk some advice. “He said,” writes 

Merton, “I should think of Jesus going up to Jerusalem with all the pilgrims roaring 

psalms out of their dusty throats.” 1 

 

 Pilgrims roaring psalms out of their dusty throats. That’s it. That’s the mood of this 

prophecy from Isaiah. Perhaps it is our mood this day as well, this time of beginnings, 

this time of waiting and longing. We have passed the pandemic in many ways, and yet 

people still die by the hundreds every day from it; now it is combined with the flu, and 

something called RSV, which seems to menace older people and small children. Our 

elections are mostly over, and yet the bitter divisions in our land have not abated. We 

wake up on the First Sunday in Advent to news of more mass shootings, more needless 

death of people who were gathering to have a good time in a club or going to work or 

shopping or working at a store. The women in Iran, the families in Ukraine, those 

devastated by earthquakes in Indonesia, all their voices resound this Advent morning. 

 

 
1 Merton, Sign of Jonas, page 116. 
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 Dare we imagine that our worship in this place, our version of roaring psalms, 

might offer the world another narrative, a summons to something like home? Can we 

imagine along with the prophet Isaiah a coming day when all the world will roar its 

psalms and war will be no more? 

 

 I loved going to church when I was a kid. I loved the pew where we always sat, I 

loved Major Snow’s Sunday school class, where I was often the only student, and I loved 

youth fellowship at night, where we always had Oreo cookies. This time of year I looked 

forward to the live nativity scene in the freezing cold standing stock still while sheep and 

cows and donkeys milled around and the cars from all over the community drove 

through. I was something of a Presbyterian nerd. 

 

 It seems to me now that I loved that place and those people because it was the 

place where I heard a word, every week, that reminded me of who I was, a baptized 

beloved child of God, a place where time took on new meaning as enfolded into God’s 

time and I could catch a glimpse of promises for my life. It was a daring counter narrative 

to the news of the world’s brokenness. That’s what I think now. Then, I just loved 

hearing I was loved, I loved the old stories, and I loved Oreo cookies. I guess in many 

ways it felt like home.  

 

 And I wonder if you don’t feel the same. After all, you got out of bed this morning 

and bypassed a bunch of other opportunities for your worship. You could have 

worshipped on what some around here call the Church of the First Tee; you could have 

exchanged the warm glow of Advent candles for the light of television pre-game shows 

or the lights of Nissan Stadium on game day; you could have given homage to the sun in 

some park or other on this beautiful, windy day. You could have stayed huddled in bed 

and doom-scrolled through the news, bemoaning the state of things, bowing to worry and 

fear. Yet instead, you chose to come to the house of the LORD, and you were, most of 

you anyway I hope, glad to do it, filled with something akin to joy, something that can 

only be described as hope. 

 

 Isaiah sees something beyond the procession as well. The reason the people are 

joyfully climbing Mt. Zion is to be taught by God and God’s Torah, God’s law. The 

nations come to the mountain to learn God’s ways. And what are those ways? We 

remember that when Jesus was asked to name the greatest law in the Torah, he said the 

greatest was to love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. Then 

Jesus goes beyond the question asked of him to cite a second law, to love your neighbor 

as you love yourself. “On these two,” says Jesus, “hang all the law and the prophets.”  

 



 Advent longs for and prepares for a day when we will be taught – all of us, all 

nations – what it means to love God with all we have, and to love our neighbor as we 

love ourselves.  

 

 Church folks these days, especially pastor types, have gotten to wondering what 

the church will look like on this side of the pandemic. It is no secret that most 

congregations of all kinds have not returned to pre-pandemic attendance or participation. 

So more than one person has asked me, “What are we going to look like?”  

 

 The safe answer is that I don’t know. The church has lived through pandemics and 

wars and famines; the church has survived divisions over things like ordaining women or 

LGBTQ persons; the church has weathered divisive politics, some of which led to 

violence, at least one that led to civil war. And it seems to me that the church through all 

those eras was strongest when it listened carefully for the ways God is teaching us to live 

in love of God and neighbor in the present time, when our roaring psalms became a 

counter narrative to the voices we hear all around.  

 

 Advent is a time when we remember that God is coming to us from the future and 

that we can live by God’s light right now amid this broken and imperfect world.  

 

 And today’s text reminds us that we look for that coming God when we study the 

scriptures, when we listen to what God is teaching us through them. Who is to say what 

those faithful men who get together every Saturday morning for to open the scriptures 

might hear that will help us as a congregation live into God’s future? It just may be the 

youth who are studying spiritual disciplines on Wednesday nights will be caught up in a 

moment from God that redirects their steps, and ours, toward deeper love for God and 

neighbor. Maybe one of those letters our children write in Wonder Hour will be the Word 

of God for someone who needs to hear it. It could be that a mission moment, whether in 

Wilson Hall or Montgomery, Alabama, or Beirut, Lebanon will issue forth a movement 

that changes the world. It may be that that person rejected by so many others, including 

churches, will hear us say, “Come in, all are welcome here,” and hear in that welcome at 

long last the welcome and love of God. 

 

 I’m not worried about the church. It is God’s church. Christ is the Head of it. It is 

inspired by the scripture’s witness to Christ. God is teaching us now, just as God will 

teach all nations in those days to come. Just keep listening and walking and loving God 

and neighbor and, by God’s grace, we will be the church God intends, a home for all. It is 

merely our job to make things ready, to make ourselves ready, to receive.  

  



 I will never forget the day Kim was sitting in a chair in our little Nashville 

apartment and said, “I think I felt the baby move.” We were expecting our first child, I 

was in divinity school and working as a youth pastor in a west Nashville church, Kim 

was working for the Tennessee Department of Children’s Services as a social worker. 

Looking back, I realize now what a time of stress and strain it really was. But all of that 

went away when she said those words. I rushed over to the chair and put my hand on her 

stomach, she puts hers over mine, and…nothing.  

 

 “Maybe I imagined it,” she said. “Maybe it’s wishful thinking, or I’m just tired.”  

 

 But we didn’t stop waiting. We sat there, Kim in the chair, me knelt by her 

stomach, bone tired and uncertain in many ways, our hands waiting to feel that hidden 

reality, that imperceptible flutter of the future.  

 

 That’s Advent. We have heard the promise of the birth. We long for spears being 

turned into pruning hooks, swords into plowshares, and none of us studying all those 

ways of war anymore. We yearn for the day when God will teach all the world love of 

God and neighbor, and the world will come home to peace.  

 

 Advent is that time when, still and quiet, even if we are tired and uncertain, we 

wait to feel the movement of God’s future on its way to birth. That’s why, is it not, why 

we are here, in this sanctuary home today? Like our ancestors, we too can roar our psalms 

from our dusty throats. That roar is the sound of hope. 

 

I was glad, when they said to me, “Let us go to the house of the LORD!” Amen. 

 


