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“Hope for the best.  Expect the worse.  Life is a play.  We’re unrehearsed.”   

So says, the great comedian and 2,000 year-old man himself, Mel Brooks.  

It’s even a philosophy that you may have.  Life sometimes does seem 

like we are in play where someone else is handing us only one script 

page at a time.  

Or as the character Jaques, the melancholy traveler in Shakespeare’s 

pastoral play As You Like It, says, “All the world’s a stage, And all the 

men and women merely players.” 

It often feels like we are being buffeted with little control by the winds and 

surprises of life.  For some it can lead to fatalism and giving up to 

“fate.”  For others it can lead to fanaticism and fanatically try to 

change things.   

The audiences in today’s scripture passages may have had similar feelings. 

With Thanksgiving barely behind us and Christmas in a month you may 

ask, “Why do we have these ominous passages?  Why can’t we have 

something, y’know, Christmasy?” 

Well, because the beginning of the liturgical year, which is today, is 

anything but sweet, and it does much more than prefigure the 

Nativity.  

On the First Sunday in Advent, the church begins its new year celebration 

by focusing on the End (with a capital E) with the expectation of 

Jesus’ final coming to us. 

The second coming reminds us that the work of the first advent (the first 

“coming”) of Jesus is not complete. The risen Jesus instructs (and 

empowers) the church to continue its witness until the second 

coming—not just wait around for it. 
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As scholar J. R. Daniel Kirk expresses it, “In Advent, we see the coming of 

Christ in double-exposure: looking forward to the second coming of 

Christ in the future even as we look forward to celebrating the first 

going of Christ that lies in the past. It is as though the liturgical year 

allows for the two defining moments of our age, its beginning and its 

end, to overlap in a mystical time that is simultaneously past, present, 

and future.” 

One of the beauties of Advent’s double-exposure is that it reminds us that 

God answered the people’s long-suffering anticipation of the 

Messiah’s birth, thereby providing us with renewed hope that the 

long-anticipated return of the Messiah is also something we can 

continue to hope for. 

And, indeed, all of today’s passages are about hope. 

In our Old Testament passage, Isaiah’s vision saw all the nations coming to 

Zion so that Yahweh may instruct them in God’s ways.  And that “they 

shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning 

hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they 

learn war any more.” 

While we love the image of this, Isaiah sees this word of the Lord before 

Assyria conquers and wipes out the Northern Kingdom of Israel.  

And, of course, all the history after that for the next 2700 years. 

So, like almost all the images we see during this Advent season, Isaiah’s 

picture of swords turned to plowshares seems absurd as much or 

more so today than then.  They seem to exist primarily in the realm of 

promise and hope, not so much in the realm of reality. 

But Isaiah isn’t naïve; he is a realist.  He knows these things will happen in 

“the days to come.” And he warns elsewhere in this chapter that 
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before then God will punish the people for their treatment of the 

poor, the orphan, the downtrodden and paying lip service to Yahweh. 

Today’s passage ends with “come, let us walk in the light of the LORD.”  Now 

this is not invitation to stroll and bask in the glory of God as if we 

were sunning ourselves on a beach in Hawaii.  No, it is a call for us to 

enact that light, to bring light on the divisions among us, the 

brokenness in our world, and help find ways of healing. 

But for how long? 

In today’s passages from the Gospel of Matthew and Paul’s Letter to the 

Romans, followers of Jesus are wondering when will Isaiah’s (and 

other prophets’) vision be fulfilled?  When will be the End? 

For Paul’s congregations the anxiety is higher than Jesus’ own disciples 

because Jesus had not yet returned, the first followers were dying off, 

and nothing seemed to be changing. 

Paul gives them words of hope that “salvation is nearer to us now than 

when we became believers” and to “lay aside the works of darkness 

and put on the armor of light” and later “put on the Lord Jesus 

Christ.” 

“Put on” in this case means “clothe” yourself.  It points backwards to the 

moment of our baptism and our first profession of faith and to 

remember our baptismal life—that our sins have been forgiven and 

that our old selves drowned in the death of Christ. 

Today’s epistle passage challenges Christians to fully embrace now what 

they will become at his second coming—which inevitably puts us in 

conflict with the status quo, just as it did for Jesus.   

The danger is thinking that “others” are the “enemy.”  Our enemies are “not 

flesh and blood.”  As Christians, we are never to consider other people 
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as our enemies, no matter how bitter the divisions in the church may 

be, nor how painful our experiences.  

Rather, we are to fight against the destructive powers that enslave and 

divide people.  A history of mistrust and injustice, anger and 

vengefulness, prejudice and fear, greed and selfishness.  When we 

engage in battle against such destructive powers, we fight for the 

unity of the church in Jesus Christ.  We live out our hope by 

welcoming and embracing one another as Christ has embraced all of 

us.  But that does not mean it will be easy or without difficulties. 

In a slight variation of the phrase I started out with, Lucy Maud 

Montgomery, Canadian author in 1908 of “Anne of Green Gables” 

wrote, “In this world you’ve just got to hope for the best and prepare 

for the worst and take whatever God sends.” 

We prepare for, rather than simply expect, the worst.  That is, we do 

something, not just wait passively.  Being prepared is Jesus’ message 

in today’s gospel lesson, as echoed by Paul essentially. 

Having today’s gospel passage at the top of the new liturgical year, reminds 

us that Jesus’ call to watch for the coming of the Messiah is not 

merely an Advent practice or for crisis moments, but the normal state 

of always being ready. 

For the defining moment is not Jesus’ triumphal advent (coming) at the 

end of time, whenever that might be, but the moment of his 

revelation of God’s true power on the cross. The point is to live in the 

light of this transformed reality that has already happened. 

As a community we are to prepare for the final advent less by doing special 

things and more by living and witnessing as Jesus instructed, putting 

on the armor of light and walking in the light of the Lord. 
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Being prepared for the coming of the Lord takes place in our daily dying 

and rising, living out our baptism and faith in this world. 

But the message of Christ’s return and end times is not meant to frighten 

us; it is to give us hope, an active hope, where the unexpected advent 

is not something fearful but joyous because it is from God.  

And it is a hope that is not personal only—it is a communal hope. For the 

church is a community of hope and responsibility in the world. The 

vision of Isaiah is not just a far-off dream but is something realized 

already here, in this Christian community, as we love our neighbor. 

Far from downplaying or ignoring the needs of worldly care and turning 

attention only to that which is beyond history, Christian hope in the 

future coming and reign of Christ should generate a commitment to 

the future and the public good of humanity in this world. The 

promises of God urge us Christians to lean forward toward the future 

in its entirety, starting today. 

Advent is a season of hope: hope that God’s promised future will, in fact, 

arrive again as it did on the first Christmas. 

So, hope for the best—because, as Frank Sinatra sang, the best is yet to 

come. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


