
“Standing the Gate of Hope” 
The First Sunday of Advent (A)  

Isaiah 2:1-5 

The word that Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. 

In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house 

shall be established as the highest of the mountains and shall be raised above the hills; all the 
nations shall stream to it. 

Many peoples shall come and say, 

 ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; 

 that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.’ 

For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 

He shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; 

they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks; 

nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. 

O house of Jacob, 

 come, let us walk in the light of the Lord! 

On Friday, two people were killed in a terrorist attack near the London Bridge.  
The world is on fire.  1

  
After decades of corruption and failed policies, the people of Venezuela are bankrupt, 
starving, and facing a mental health crises of epic proportions.    2

The world is on fire.  

Our brothers and sisters in the Democratic Republic of the Congo are wrestling with a 
resurgence of Ebola while most of the world turns its head as though the suffering 
aren’t God’s children, too.   3

The world is on fire.  

 Sarah Bessey, “Does Advent Matter When the World is On Fire,” Field Notes, November 24, 2019,  1

https://sarahbessey.substack.com/p/does-advent-even-matter-when-the, accessed November 27, 2019.

 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/locked-up-naked-on-a-soiled-mattress-2

venezuelas-mental-health-nightmare/2019/11/27/e465f16c-0020-11ea-8341-cc3dce52e7de_story.html?
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 “Responding too the Ebola Crisis in the Democratic Republic of Congo,” Episcopal Relief & 3

Development, November 12, 2019,  https://www.episcopalrelief.org/press-resources/responding-to-the-
ebola-crisis-in-the-democratic-republic-of-congo/, accessed November 24, 2019
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Here in our nation we stand on the brink of a near-political apocalypse, and power in 
the most powerful nation in the world hangs in the balance. Affordable housing is out 
of reach for so many; student loan debt is in the trillions; and not everyone has the 
benefit of a stable home, a modest inheritance upon their parents’ death, or an 
Amazon wish-list being fulfilled.  
The world is on fire. 

All around us icecaps are melting. Islands are sinking. Trees are disappearing. Plastic is 
overflowing. Our planet is in danger.  
The world literally is on fire.  

Welcome to the first Sunday of a new church year!  
Welcome to Advent.  
Welcome to the Sunday of hope.  

How in the world can we possibly talk about hope with the world on fire?  

Desperation? Yes. 

Fear? No problem.  

Cynicism? Easy. 

Black Friday and Cyber Monday sales? Sign me up. 

Hope, though?   
Doesn’t that necessitate some kind of Pollyanna optimism or willful ignorance? 

This morning, the Israelites, God’s chosen people, are wrestling with the same 
question. When we meet them, they are as good as dead. If it wasn’t one thing, it was 
another. First there was the flood. Then there was slavery in Egypt. After that, they 
spent 40 years wandering through the wilderness on their way to the Promise Land. 
Once they finally made it there they got restless and complacent. They wanted more: a 
little more control, a little more power, and a little more social standing. Their wants 
got confused with needs, and it wasn’t long before they found themselves in a cycle of 
exile, captivity, and war as they forgot who they were and sought to be powerful like 
everyone else. To make matters worse, so many false prophets saw their desperation 
and told them that if they pledged allegiance and devotion to them, they could fix 
their situation. But it all ended up as one empty promise after another.  
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By the time the prophet Isaiah shows up with oracles of judgement and hope, they 
aren’t sure what to make of him or God. 

“In the days to come,” Isaiah declares, “God’s people shall beat their swords into 
plowshares and spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not life up sword again nation, 
neither shall they learn war any more.” It sounds good, but can it be true? Can they 
trust what they’re hearing now? Can, we? Replace biblical prophet with political 
slogans and technology and the convenience and solutions they promise and Israel is 
not that different from us. Neither is the truth of God’s promise.  

Isaiah isn’t a positive-thinking, self-help guru who ignores trauma and suffering. Quite 
the opposite. His visions, as all biblical visions are, are a testament to God’s presence 
now and redemption in the future. They are a call to stand in the midst of the storm 
and the fire and to make God’s longings our longings.  

Such remembering isn’t an act of mere intellect or spirit, it’s the embodiment of hope. 
It’s a daily practice of setting our sights on things beyond our immediate vision trusting 
that the world God created is the world God intends to complete and make right. 
Unlike optimism, which requires a certain amount of positivity about a situation, hope is 
gritty and dirty. It’s born of sweat and tears and sorrow. It acknowledges 
disappointments and failures, but it does not allow oneself to succumb to them. It’s a 
posture that makes space to be surprised by God based on the truth that God is not 
done writing creation’s story. [As one songwriter wrote,] “‘hope kicks at the darkness 
until it bleeds daylight.’ …It carries on believing God can redeem our [heartache]…and 
despite every disappointing thing we have ever done or that we have ever endured, 
that there is no hell from which resurrection is impossible.”   Hope, my friends, 4

acknowledges what is broken and not as it should be and calls us have alert hearts and 
minds for the faithfulness of God when and how we least expect it—such as in the form 
of hapless, helpless child born on the outskirts of town called to Bethlehem to two 
refugee parents. 
__________________ 
A few years ago, a psychiatrist at the health clinic of a woman’s college found herself at 
the crossroads of despair and hope. One of the students she had been counseling had 
died by suicide, and unsurprisingly, the psychiatrist was devastated.  “At one point 
(with tears streaming down her face), she looked up [at one a friend who she had been 
visiting with] and spoke [defiantly and] explicitly of her vocation, as if out of the ashes 

 Nadia Bolz-Weber, “Why Hope and Vapid Optimism aren’t the Same Thing,” Sarcastic Lutheran, May 4

28, 2013, https://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2013/05/sermon-on-why-hope-and-vapid-
optimism-are-not-the-same-thing/, accessed November 24, 2019. 
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of that day she were renewing a vow or making a new covenant…‘You know I cannot 
save them. I am not here to save anybody or to save the world. All I can do — what I 
am called to do — is to plant myself at the gates of Hope. Sometimes they come in; 
sometimes they walk by. But I stand there every day and I call out till my lungs are sore 
with calling, and beckon and urge them in toward beautiful life and love…”  5

Friends, we too, stand at the brink of despair and hope. [As the brilliant cultural critic 
and writer Maria Popova has said,] “Our mission is to plant ourselves at the gates of 
Hope — not the prudent gates of Optimism, which are somewhat narrower; nor the 
stalwart, boring gates of Common Sense; nor the strident gates of Self-Righteousness, 
which creak on shrill and angry hinges (people cannot hear us there; they cannot pass 
through); nor the cheerful, flimsy garden gate of ‘Everything is gonna be all right.’ But a 
different, sometimes lonely place, the place of truth-telling…the piece of ground from 
which you see the world both as it is and as it could be, as it will be; the place from 
which you glimpse not only struggle, but joy in the struggle. And we stand there, 
beckoning and calling, telling people what we are seeing, asking people what they 
see,” and we keep our eyes on the peaceable kingdom of God.  6

We stand at the gate of hope because Christ has come and will come again. This is not 
the ending of our doing. It’s the ending of God’s doing. 

This is the hope that cannot wait. 

It cannot wait for the schedule to be cleared, 
the cards to be mailed, 
the sermon to be written, 
or, the prodigal child to return home.  

Claim this hope.  
Cling to this hope.  
Stake your life on this hope,  
and be ready to see the hand of God where you least expect it. 

 Maria Popova quoting Victoria Safford, “Standing at the Gates of Hope,” Brain Pickings, https://5

www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/27/victoria-safford-gates-of-hope/, accessed November 24, 2019.  
(Original quote: Victoria Safford in “The Small Work in the Great Work,” The Impossible Will Take a Little 
While: Perseverance and Hope in Troubled Times, ed. By Paul Rogat Loeb (New York: Basic Books, 
2014). 

 Ibid. 6
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Yes, the world is on fire. 
Plant, therefore, yourself at the gate of hope,  
 and see God’s power rise from the flames.  

The Rev. Dr. Maria A. Kane 
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, Waldorf, MD 

December 1, 2019
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