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WAITING WITH HOPE 
 

Advent 2, Year A:  Isaiah 11:1-10 Rainey Gamble Dankel   
           Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19 December 4, 2016 
                             Matthew 3:1-12                               Trinity Church 
                                                                                         
 Key Passages:  The wolf shall live with the lamb. (Isaiah 11:6a) 
               “Bear fruit worthy of repentance. Do not presume to say to 

yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for our ancestor.’” (Matthew 3:8-9a) 
 
 
Most of us hate waiting, especially in long lines.  A recent article in the New 
York Times analyzed this phenomenon.  Research shows that we greatly 
overestimate the actual amount of time we spend waiting in a queue.  Factors 
that can make the wait seem shorter include having something to do to amuse 
ourselves, seeing that the next person to be served is the one who has been in 
line the longest, and being told how long the wait is expected to be.  Disney 
used this research to provide signs estimating wait times at the long lines for 
various rides and exhibits at Disney World. 
 
Advent is enforced waiting.  It’s a four-week period that church tradition wisely 
puts between us and the joys of Christmas.  It’s a time of preparation, 
including the scurry of choosing gifts and decorating, but also, one hopes, a 
time of spiritual preparation.  It’s hard not to be hijacked by commercial 
Christmas, focusing on our own desires rather than the promises of God.  It’s 
hard to carve out time to take stock of where we are, to make ready our hearts 
to receive the most precious gift of all, the love of God. 
 
In the spirit of waiting and expectation, we approach the second Sunday of 
Advent.  And we are confronted with a bizarre character, John the Baptist, 
living in the desert, wearing rough clothes and scavenging for food.  He 
identifies himself with Hebrew prophets, calling us to prepare for the coming of 
the Lord.  Preparation means self-examination, a time of confession and 
repentance.  And the message is harsh:  “You brood of vipers!”  Surely not a 
warm and fuzzy invitation.  Not a message likely to be on anyone’s Christmas 
card. 
 
Preparation means confronting the ways in which we have separated ourselves 
from God.  It is significant that John is not located in Jerusalem, the 
traditional center of power for the people of Israel.  Instead, he lives in the 
wilderness, in “the sticks,” we would say, away from the pomp and trappings of 
political and religious authority.  John is an outsider, on the margins.  His 
story links him to the history of a people who escaped slavery from Egypt into a 
generation of wandering in the desert, a time for them to discover what it 
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means to be God’s people, to be formed as a community for living in the land to 
which God is leading them.  It is a time to rely on God’s grace and power. 
 
John’s message to a people under the power of Rome draws on images from 
their history.  It is a call to repentance that is rooted in trust in God’s promise 
of a coming day, a time when love will rule.  John says, “Repent, for the 
kingdom of God has come near.”  The prophet Isaiah speaks to tiny Judah, 
whose existence is threatened by the rise of Babylon.  He looks to the promised 
coming of a ruler from the line of David who will usher in the time when “the 
earth will be full of the knowledge of God as the waters cover the sea.” 
 
This message of hope is delivered to people under oppression, but it speaks of 
an expansive view of God’s coming reign in which natural enemies are brought 
together and the harmony that God intends is fully realized for all nations.  
Isaiah gives us the beloved picture of animals whose natural enmity has been 
transformed into the “peaceable kingdom,” known from the painting by 
American artist Edward Hicks.  The picture seems particularly appealing today, 
when disunity and division have become so apparent in our national life.  We 
long for a time when these divisions can be healed.  That is the hope we cling 
to in these seemingly dark days. 
 
But we cannot rush too quickly to this beautiful image without the repentance 
and reflection that John demands of us.  Speaking of Isaiah’s pastoral scene, 
Woody Allen has humorously remarked, “The wolf will lie down with the lamb, 
but the lamb won’t get much sleep.”  This is a poignant reminder that calls for 
unity must be accompanied by a serious understanding of enmity and 
oppression and conscious efforts to protect the vulnerable.   
 
John the Baptist, the outsider, seems to understand this dynamic.  The people 
coming to be baptized include religious leaders from Jerusalem.  John reserves 
his harshest language for them, recognizing the difficulty that the powerful 
have in relinquishing power that has become oppression.  It’s a natural 
reaction to cling to authority in the face of challenge to our privilege.  John 
could be speaking to many of us when he says, “Do not say to yourselves, ‘We 
have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you God is able from these stones to 
raise up children to Abraham.”  Having the right pedigree won’t save us. And in 
fact, it is likely a stumbling block to our understanding the ways in which we 
participate in and benefit from systems of privilege based on race and class. 
 
The promise of the coming kingdom relies on a reordering of power.  John’s 
imagery of cutting down trees and refining fires underscores the radical nature 
of this disruption.  It is a vision of peace that is hard won as those on the 
margins come into the center, newly recognized as fully part of God’s reign of 
love.  The restoration that God promises relies on reconciliation that embraces 
all of creation.  The good news is that God is reaching toward all of us, 
promising reconciliation.  Repentance means examining the brokenness in 
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ourselves and in the world of which we are a part, and learning to rely on God’s 
forgiveness and mercy as the basis for a new way of living. 
 
The notion of repentance is especially meaningful when we experience unease, 
the feeling that all is not well, whether it’s in our own lives or in the community 
or in our world.  It comes when we face the reality of sin, the results of hatred, 
greed, injustice, fear, and violence that inhabit all our hearts, driving us apart 
from each other and from God.  It’s the recognition that, while God has created 
us for love, we have rejected this gift and are trapped in the terrible 
consequences of those choices. 
 
In our conversations last month here at Trinity, many parishioners expressed 
feelings of despair, fear, and concern for our country and especially for 
vulnerable peoples in the face of the hatred that has been unleashed and 
continues to thrive in the wake of this election.  We long for healing and a 
restoration of respect, for the ability to speak and listen to each other across 
lines of difference that have been hardened into deep chasms.  It seems 
particularly appropriate in this Advent to assume a posture of humility and 
reflection in understanding how we have come to be in such a sorry state.  It is 
a time for repentance, not rushing too quickly to demand that the “lambs” be 
willing to lie down with “wolves” not yet tamed. 
 
The call to repentance is a call to turn around and see what God is doing.  God 
is restoring wholeness.  So the good news to us is the gift of forgiveness so that 
we can become part of God’s restoration.  This means more than being sorry 
for what we have done.  It means changing our direction. Repentance is active.  
And it is relational.  The scene of the Peaceable Kingdom is not of individual 
animals in their separate heavens.  They are a community of restoration. God 
is calling us back into relationship, with God, with others, and with our selves.  
That is the source of our hope.  
 
 We read that the people of Judea come out to hear John the Baptist.  John’s 
message is one of admonition and acceptance, a message for all, powerful and 
powerless, rich and poor, religious and lapsed.  I am picturing them lining up 
along the banks of the Jordan River, waiting to be baptized as a sign of change 
and purification.  They are responding to this call to prepare for a new way of 
living, a new system that God is bringing into being. 
 
And it’s a call to us too.  In the midst of the confusion and complexity of 
competing claims of authority, in the midst of a history that has permitted 
some to thrive and others to remain trapped, we respond to the call to 
repentance and come to stand in line as well.  We move tentatively through 
painful reflection and toward the promise of a better way.  We cling to the hope 
that God is able to comfort the brokenhearted and set the captives free.  We 
draw courage that there are others standing in the line with us.  The time of 
waiting helps bring clarity to our hope. 
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We are called to find a place and time to reflect on the hope that God offers.  
During these Advent days, find a line to stand in, literally or figuratively.  
Maybe it begins with lining up for today’s Communion to seek assurance of 
God’s love, or just after this service as you participate in the Alternative Giving 
market, seeing ways that your gift giving may help spread God’s message of 
hope.  Maybe it’s standing in line in a few weeks for Candlelight Carols, where 
you encounter people not usually inside Trinity Church, and where you can 
create a luminary with a prayer for peace.  Or come next Sunday night to the 
Islamic Center of Boston, where people of all faiths will gather to stand 
together, to pray for peace and to affirm our solidarity as people of good will.  
 
We stand and wait with the hope of God’s promises in our ears.  Sometimes it’s 
hard not to be distracted by the clamor of commercialism or the anxiety of 
politics.  We stand and wait, not in denial of the forces around us, but praying 
for the discernment and courage to move towards God’s healing. 
 
And here is another picture of waiting.  A few weeks ago some Trinity 
parishioners helped with what is called a housing surge.  It’s a day when the 
city of Boston brings together agencies and organizations in one location so 
that people seeking shelter and services can find help.  There have been two 
surges this fall, and the majority of people participating have found housing 
and supportive services for the beginnings of a new life. 
 
The doors open at 6:00 am.  People begin lining up around 5:00.  The 
volunteers are inside, preparing breakfast and helping set up tables where 
conversations and signups can occur.  The wait outside in the cold and dark is 
unpleasant.  People are jockeying for position, many with bags of their only 
belongings, anxious to keep their place in the hopes of being able to access the 
scarce resources that may be on offer inside. 
 
Jim was helping with the preparations inside when he began to realize the 
situation outdoors.  He took some of the breakfast items outside and began 
talking with people in lines.  He had one particularly engaging conversation, as 
stories were exchanged and a bit of relationship was established.  Just then, 
Mayor Walsh arrived and began greeting people in line as he headed inside.  
Jim was able to attract the Mayor’s attention and he came over to the place in 
line.  Jim called his new friend by name and introduced him to the Mayor.  “I’m 
Marty,” said the Mayor as he extended his hand.  The dignity and warmth 
promised inside were now outside, as signs of hope.   
 
My friends, we are all standing in line, waiting and hoping for a new day.  May 
this time of Advent bring us clarity about ourselves and our part in God’s 
Peaceable Kingdom.  And then we will be ready to sing, “Joy to the world, the 
Lord is come.”      
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