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Today marks the beginning of a new lectionary cycle, also known as Year A.  We 

call it the First Sunday of Advent, and our reading concerns the word  that Isaiah saw .  

For Christians, that word is mostly about the ‘end times,’ or the second coming of Christ.  

Advent is about expectation and the anticipation of a new thing about to happen; it’s 

about hope for a better world, a just world, and a new world. 

 The very word of God will be revealed, and we will see it when this is so. 

When Isaiah says, ‘in the days to come,’ that’s a hint that he’s speaking of God’s 

time, not our own.  Then in the rest of the oracle, he speaks of something that is so 

radically new, it will break in on and over the old like a rogue wave over a seawall. 

And what’s new here is that many peoples will go up to the mountain of the Lord 

to learn from God and to walk in God’s paths.  They’ll be going up to the Temple.  

Anyone can do this.  This is not a conversion experience; no one is being asked to take up 

Hebrew religion.  What will come forth, Isaiah says, is instruction – the word used is 

Torah – but it’s more than the law of Moses; it includes all the teachings of the prophets 

too, and it is intended to deepen for us God’s reality, God’s intentions for Creation.  Not 

what we want, as Jesus said in Gethsemane, but what God wants (Matthew 26:39).  It’s 

what we pray for in the Lord’s Prayer: ‘Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as 

it is in heaven’ (Matthew 6:10). 

Ecclesiastes said, ‘For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter 

under heaven: a time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war, and a time for peace.’ 

The prophets Isaiah and Micah both wrote, at about the same time and in the same 

context, ‘they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning 

hooks’ (Micah 4:4-4).  They used exactly the same wording, making it hard to say who 

came up with it first.  We can imagine they had coffee together one day and shared notes. 
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But in a different time and context, the prophet Joel warned his people, ‘Proclaim 

this among the nations:  

Prepare war, stir up the warriors. Let all the soldiers draw near, let them come up.  

Beat your plowshares into swords, and your pruning hooks into spears;  

let the weakling say, “I am a warrior”’ (Joel 3:9-10). 

Joel saw dire days ahead, but Isaiah saw something else.  He saw God’s vision, in 

which the people are choosing to make peace.  A lasting peace requires justice and that 

will come from God’s judgement and arbitration.  Rather than learn how to make war, the 

people will learn the ways of God. 

In the scope of our nation’s history, we have heeded the call of both Joel and 

Isaiah.  Joel’s prophecy seems more realistic and typical than Isaiah’s almost absurd 

oracle, given what we know about human history.  But the vision describes what God is 

at work in the world to do.  It’s on us to move toward God’s future through the personal, 

relational, political, and social choices we make as we walk in God’s light. 

Jesus shows us that it’s okay to look back, back to Noah if we have to, to 

remember what God’s judgement and power can and will do.  So, in looking back at our 

church history, as a faith community we know that New North worked for independence 

and freedom for all people.  God was present here in those times, and by God’s grace, our 

past will guide our future, a future already filled with hope and expectation. 

Advent usually begins with end-times readings like these as a way to frame the 

season with the end of the old order and the birth of the new, with us somewhere in the 

middle. 

But we live in a world of wars and rumors of wars.  We hunker down and 

grumble about the injustices we see just about everywhere.  We wonder, what can we do?  

We often pull back when we ought to live as if the vision Isaiah saw was already true.  

We think we need to wait for God to reveal the word, to share it first, and until then, to 

just listen for it.  As Christians, we must take God’s words and challenges seriously, and 

then work to create God’s reality.  God’s promises are not empty.  Isaiah tells us, “Come, 

let us walk in the light of the Lord!”  That’s an invitation to participate right there.   

We know already what God’s word includes: Do justice; love kindness; walk 

humbly with your God (Micah 6:8).  Jesus taught this by example. 
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Jesus also said, ‘You must be ready,’ and gave us no other details than that.  It’s 

almost as if he’s saying, ‘Don’t be like those who missed it the first time.’  We can’t just 

look at the calendar and say, ‘Hey!  One more week!’  Which is a good thing.  Not 

knowing when frees us to go about our daily Christian business – but be ready.  Care for 

the widows and orphans – but keep awake.  Feed the hungry and clothe the naked – and 

stop checking the time. 

Watchfulness helps us acknowledge the things we cannot possibly know about the 

future and yet remain hopeful for it and to know it when we see it. 

Hopeful people not only pray for the coming of the Kingdom; they work for it 

too.  To hope for justice and peace is to work for it.  To hope for a time when all children 

are fed and properly housed is to do more than just complain about it; it is to find some 

children to feed and to house and then feed and house them.  Realizing our hope and 

making it real is a constant challenge. 

In a few minutes, just as Isaiah invites us to walk in the light of the Lord, we will 

all be invited to share a meal at Christ’s Table.  Jesus said, ‘Do this in remembrance of 

me.’  And what we are called to remember is that we gather in peaceful fellowship as a 

faith community, imperfect, not entirely whole, but a community nonetheless, in a house 

of prayer, to live into the hope of Advent. 

The hope we share this first Sunday is the hope of the kingdom to come.   

Amen. 


