
“Hope against Hope” 

November 29, 2020 – Advent I 

Scripture: Isaiah 64:1-9 

 

 

 This year, of all years, we can relate pretty closely to Isaiah’s words. You can picture him 

standing on a hillside or a cliff edge shouting, “God! Get down here and do something, already!” 

A lot of us have been feeling that way lately. Everywhere we’ve turned, really since January, 

we’ve encountered one crisis after another. We went from political crisis to health crisis to 

economic crisis to social justice crisis and back again through that cycle right up to this morning 

with no end in sight. Why is God allowing this to go on? And it’s not only happening here. All 

over the world people are struggling, governments are manipulating, and the future is a black 

hole from which no light can be found. 

 

 That’s a heckuva way to start Advent, huh? Here we are at the very beginning of our 

annual liturgical cycle, today is the Church’s New Year’s Day, and it feels like everything is 

falling apart. So when we hear Isaiah shouting at God to tear open the heavens and get down 

here to make things right, we’re there, we are right there with him.  

 

 Just to give you a little context, I’ll tell you what we know about why Isaiah is so upset. 

He is speaking at a time when Israel is at a precipice. Things can go either way. It’s not long 

after a large group of them has returned from exile in Babylon, although probably they’re not the 

generation who was forced to leave. This is some sixty or seventy years later, so it’s the children 

and grandchildren of the original exiles. They’re people who have been raised on the memories 

of their parents about Jerusalem and the temple and the Promised Land. So, they have this image 

of what to expect. They must have known there would be some re-building to do, but they had no 

idea how bad it really was. In the next two verses after what I read, we find Isaiah’s description: 

“Your holy cities have become a wilderness, Zion has become a wilderness, Jerusalem a 

desolation. Our holy and beautiful house, where our ancestors praised you, has been burned by 

fire, and all our pleasant places have become ruins.” 

 

 That reality was overwhelming. It threatened to cut them off from any sense of hope for 

the future. My point in sharing all that with you is to say God’s people have been where we are 

before. If we reach back into the history of Israel, into the history of our own country, into the 

history, even, of this congregation, we’ll discover we have been here before. We have been on 

this hillside with Isaiah many, many times. We have, over and over, faced moments of despair, 

moments when hope feels out of reach.  

 

 And the answer to that, the way we hope against hope is to remember who we are and to 

whom we belong. Isaiah puts it this way: “Yet, O Lord…” That’s to say, in spite of everything 

going wrong, in spite of all the challenges we’re facing, and we face them constantly, “Yet, O 

Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter.” In other words, we are more 

than we appear; we are more than the sum of our hardships. These circumstances will not define 

us. God does that. We find our definition in God, in that divine presence we carry within us. So, 

we have cause for hope. 

 



 And that’s what Advent is really all about. Advent is about looking beyond our present 

circumstances and seeing hope on the horizon even when everything around us denies it. The 

hymn Kurt Ebsary sang earlier is one way of expressing that hope. “People, look east. The time 

is near of the crowning of the year. Make your house fair as you are able; trim the hearth and set 

the table. People look east and sing today: Love, the Guest, is on the way.” We can still sing out 

our hope, even when things are harsh and uncertain because we belong to God and not even this 

year, with all its losses and disappointments and hostilities, can silence God’s presence within us. 

 

 The psalm assigned for this Sunday is a selection of verses from Psalm 80. In the few 

verses that are used, we find a refrain repeated three times: “Restore us, O God, let your face 

shine, that we may be saved.” Let your face shine…People, look east where the sun rises. And 

with its rising comes hope. Another hymn I love, “Light Dawns on a Weary World,” says it well 

in its last stanza: “Hope blooms in a weary world when creatures, once forlorn, find wilderness 

reborn. Hope blooms in a weary world: the promised green of Eden comes. The trees shall clap 

their hands; the dry lands, gush with springs; the hills and mountains shall break forth with 

singing! We shall go out in joy, and be led forth in peace, as all the world in wonder echoes 

shalom.” 

 

 We are not alone and we have nothing to fear. We belong to God, shaped by God’s own 

hands as a potter shapes the clay; so, look forward to the promise that lies on our horizon and 

enter this time of Advent with hope. 

 

Amen 


