November 27, 2011

Advent 1

God’s Rescue Operation: Hope

Isaiah 64:1-9; Mark 13:24-37

Hope is essential to the human spirit.  Without hope, we shrivel and die.  This truth has been spoken by individuals down through history

Theocritus, a Greek poet writing in the 3rd century BCE wrote, “While there's life there's hope, and only the dead have none.”

Samuel Johnson, an eighteenth century English poet and essayist wrote, “Hope is necessary in every condition. The miseries of poverty, sickness and captivity would, without this comfort, be insupportable.”

Another eighteenth century English poet, Alexander Pope, penned these words, “A man's hope measures his civilization. The attainability of the hope measures, or may measure, the civilization of his nation and time.”

Napoleon Bonaparte, a nineteenth century political and military leader during the latter stages of the French Revolution said, “A leader is a dealer in hope.”

Twentieth century social activist and reformer, Martin Luther King Jr. Wrote, “We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.” 


Yet for many today, hope is in short supply.  Rising suicide rates among young people, for example, signals a crisis in hope as does the increase in those suffering depression.  Others point to an increase in addictive behaviours involving drugs, alcohol gambling, spending and sex - as an indicator of an increasing sense of hopelessness.


Why is hope in such short supply?  Hopelessness whether on a personal or global level often arises from a sense of impotence.  When individuals have the sense that they or no one else can change their circumstance or the direction they are headed, they despair.

For example, many young people today despair of ever having meaningful employment.  Others despair of ever experiencing a meaningful relationship.  Some despair of ever having financial security.  Others despair of ever experiencing good health again.   Personal despair is often accentuated by societal despair and today there is plenty of that to go around; for example, 

•
Many scientists predict that effects of global warming will only worsen as countries lack the political will to act in ways that are necessary to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

Last year, the film, The Book of Eli, portrayed a world where most of the world’s inhabitants had been obliterated because of a hole in the ozone.  One man possessed a book that could save humankind. 

•
Many economists predict a large-scale failure in the world’s banking systems as countries appear to lack the political will to deal adequately with their rising debt.

•
Many social scientists predict that widening gap between the rich and the poor will result in revolution on a global scale.

Margaret Atwood and I have little in common except that we seem to be reading some of the same books.  At a recent protest regarding cuts to the library budget in the city of Toronto, Atwood was asked about the Occupy Movement.  The seventy-two year old celebrated Canadian author responded with this: “I would frame it (the Occupy Movement) like the lead-up to the French Revolution.  When you have a small group at the top who have corralled, let us say, a lot of power, money and influence ... when you have a small group at the top who are rearranging the picnic to fit themselves ... what you have is the French Revolution… Trust me — it’s not a thing you want to happen.”

Post modern church leader and author, Brian McLaren would argue that the Occupy Movement which now encircles the globe is a grass-roots response to the world’s broken equity system.  In his book, Everything Must Change, he argues that the gap between the very rich and the very poor has been widening at an accelerated rate in the last few decades such that now many are experiencing real hardship.   McLaren cites this fact: “The richest 1 percent of the world’s population owns almost 40% of total wealth and the richest 5 percent owns 70% of the wealth.  Take the assets of the world’s three richest individuals and you have wealth that exceeds the combined gross domestic product (GDP) of the world’s forty-eight poorest countries.”   

 It’s not that the rich are bad or that the poor are to blame for their own poverty.  The problem is that the system that distributes wealth in our world is broken and no one person or country is in a position to fix it.  As a result many living in or on the verge of poverty often feel hopeless.

A short while ago, I had a conversation with a woman who cleans houses for a living.  She’s self-employed and a single mom.  When I spoke with her, she was worried about how she would pay her bills.  She was sick and could not clean houses.  Not knowing what was wrong, she went to the emergency department of a local hospital - twice.  In each case, she was sent home having been told it was probably a flu virus.  This woman has no sick benefits.  A day not working is a day without income.  Her name is Low Income Wage Earner and she lives everywhere, including Waterdown.  Her plight and the plight of the poor around our world is a reminder that the Equity system, the system that distributes wealth, is broken.

What do you do when you feel yourself a victim of forces beyond your control?  What do you do when you’re unemployed and can’t find work?  What do you do when you can’t see a way out of your present circumstances?  Do you give up and abandon hope?   Do you bury your head in the sand and pretend that everything is okay when they’re not?  Or do you allow yourself to hear the whisper of hope from God of a better day and a better world.

The Jews, at the time of the Babylonian captivity, had experienced not only the loss of their homes and property but many despaired of ever returning to their homeland.  Life in Babylon was difficult; they were a persecuted and subjected people. Poverty, oppression, and exploitation were their constant companions.

And so they cried out for God to come down and intervene:

 Isaiah 64  1 O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your presence—  2£ as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil— to make your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might tremble at your presence!  3 When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect, you came down; the mountains quaked at your presence.  4 From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who works for those who wait for him... 

As the Israelites continued to look to God in their captivity, they dared to hope and dream of a time when there would be a new heaven and a new earth:

•
When infants would no longer die in childhood

•
When every family would have a home to live in

•
When everyone would live to a ripe old age

•
When every worker would fully enjoy the benefit of his/her labour

•
When war and fighting would be no more. (Is. 65:17-24)

It would be a day when God came down to rule.

Similarly, at the time of Jesus, there were many who were exploited and oppressed by the Romans and who looked to God for a Better Day.  Jesus spoke of that day in terms of a time when he would come again and God’s rule would be established in power:

The Coming of the Son of Man 

Mark 13 24“But in those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light,  25 and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.  26Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory.  27Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.

Jesus did more than simply offer hope of a better day in ‘the sweet bye and bye.’  His call to men and women is a call to live that hope in the present.  We eagerly wait for a better day when God’s wisdom, justice, love and mercy will rule but in the meantime we don’t ‘sit on our hands.’  The instruction of Jesus to us, in his reference to his coming again, is that, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” (Mk 13:31).  He has already shown us how to live.  He has already imparted his Spirit to us.  In the days between Today and that Better Day coming, we are to apply ourselves to making real, the hope of God’s reign come to earth.  Between today and the better day coming Christians are called to side with the poor and work toward a fairer distribution of the world’s wealth; they are called to side with the oppressed and exploited and expose the world’s injustice; they are called to give a voice to those who have no voice so that every human being might have a sense of worth and live in dignity. 

Christian authors Brian Walsh & John Middleton, in a book called Truth is Stranger than it Used to Be, set forth this challenge:  It is only when we can imagine the world to be different than the way it is that we can be empowered to embody this alternative reality which is God’s kingdom and resist this present nightmare of brokenness, disorientation and confusion… A liberated imagination is a prerequisite for facing the future… If we cannot have such a liberated imagination and cannot countenance such radical dreams, then the story remains closed for us and we have no hope.”


CBC this past week has carried a daily spot on their TV evening news, which they called The Big Fix.  Every night on the evening news, stories of Canada’s crumbling infrastructure were highlighted.   I would suggest on this first Sunday in Advent when we boldly lit a candle of hope that we do need a Big Fix but it involves far more than patching up our crumbling infrastructure.  The Big Fix we need is bigger than all of us; it is bigger than all the governments of our world.   God is the designer of the Big Fix we need and he invites us to be a part of his rescue operation for humankind.   Hope in God is both our motivation and our inspiration.
