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A few years ago, I heard a monk speaking on the topic of hope.  He asked his audience to undertake a little spiritual exercise to clarify the topic.  Imagine, he said to us, all of the things you hope for.  Think about the desires that are most precious to you, the wishes that you long to come true, even the hidden dreams that you hold close to your heart.  Imagine your hopes.  Imagine them lined up in a box, perched one by one like resting butterflies.

Then, he told us, imagine this: imagine that none of them will come true.  Zero.  Zip.  None.

What is left at this point, he said, is genuine hope, the kind with a capital H.  When all those other hopes are emptied out of the box and flown away, whatever is left behind—that is real hope, unadulterated, pure.

I was really mad at the monk that day.  I did not like—I do not like—being told that what I most want may not happen to happen.  Even if they were lower-case-h hopes, they were still mine, and I didn’t want to let go of them.  It felt like a pretty mean psychological trick.  It wasn’t until my hackles settled, a couple of months later, that I realized he might have been on to something.

The question that monk was putting in front of me is the question of Advent, and it’s the question of our gospel today: in what and for what should we hope?  What hope do we who call ourselves Christians have that is real and lasting and true?

Hope may not have been the first thing to come to your mind when you heard this morning’s reading from Mark.  Terror is more like it.  The sky goes dark, the stars fall from heaven, and the world ends.  If you were to go back in the thirteenth chapter and read the verses that lead up to our lectionary, “that suffering” that begins our chosen reading is detailed: the Jerusalem temple is destroyed.  There are wars, earthquakes, famines.  Christians are betrayed, beaten, arrested, and killed.  The reason that this chapter speaks so eloquently about this suffering is probably because Mark’s original audience had seen at least some of it with their own eyes.  They had lived through the first persecutions of the church and, perhaps, through the Jewish Revolt which saw the Second Temple torn down by the Romans.  They knew a thing or two about terror, those early followers of Christ.

And that’s where the question of hope is tucked into out gospel: what will see these people through these most terrible of times?  When Mark’s gospel spells out all the awful things that have happened and will happen to God’s people, what on earth is going to be sturdy enough to let them lift up their heads, let alone get out of bed in the morning?  In what, for what could they hope?

It’s not what most of us would expect.  They hope not that their lives will be fixed.  They hope, instead, that they will be transformed.  They hope not that Jesus will come and take all their problems away.  They hope, instead, that Jesus will come and change everything, for good.  They hope, quite bluntly, for the end of the world—for this age to end so that a newer, more glorious life can begin.

It is unfortunately for us in the twenty-first century that the end times have been co-opted by bad fiction and frightening radio preachers.  Think about the second coming and you might imagine a lot of death and destruction and a very angry looking Jesus.  But if we can strip away those cultural accretions and listen to Mark, perhaps we can hear what those early Christians heard: not the promise of a God who would punish, but the promise of a God who would save.  The promise of a God who would, at last, set things right.

This, in the end, was their deep hope, the only real one that wouldn’t fly out of the box: the eschaton, the end of all things transient and the revealing of God’s lasting glory.  Precious as this world might be, God’s reign was infinitely more promising to them.  I’m sure they were scared—who wouldn’t be, with the sky literally falling?  But this gospel is a testimony from people who looked the end of their world in the eye and chose to respond not in fear but with bold-lettered, capital-H-hope.

I wonder if we can do as well.  I suspect most of us are still caught up in the smaller, ancillary hopes.  We’re entering into the season that seduces us with hope’s lesser siblings: wants, desires, wishes, even dreams.  Our consumer culture manages to whip up a frenzy of them in December, and even the adults among us can be like kids with a toy catalog, hunting for the chimera of the perfect gift.  But even beyond those material desires—which most of us are, after all, self-aware enough to recognize and bracket—we get snared by the fantasy of what Christmas should be.  We somehow expect that we might celebrate the perfect holiday with our imperfect parents and children and selves.

Not all of our hopes are as flimsy as these seasonal fantasies.  True, some of the things we want we can’t have—but others we can, we name them desperately in our prayers.  We hope for the cloud of sadness to lift from our hearts.  We hope for diseased bodies to become strong again.  We hope for love to come back into a dying marriage.  We hope for children to find their way back from the dark places where they have gotten lost.  We hope like crazy.

They are worthy, these hopes.  Sometimes, we get them fulfilled.  And some times, we don’t.  That monk was right.  Sometimes, not a single one comes true.  What is left to us then?

The bible tells us, up front.  Here, from the get-go, from the first Sunday of the new church year:   None of the little hopes will last us.  They are all going to fly out of the box, eventually.  But the real hope—the hope that Christ will never abandon our world—that is the hope that cannot erode and that will not disappear.  We who trust in Christ know that nothing will ever separate us from his love.

Speaking as a preacher, I am convinced of all this, and I hope you will be, too.  Speaking as a fellow Christian, I have one more thing to add: Christian hope can be hard.  Holding on to the hope with capital letters means that we sometimes have to loosen our grip on the lesser hopes.  A lot of times, I feel as if the world depends on the results of this test, or the decision of that committee, or the people I most love staying in my life as long as possible.  It’s hard to admit that the world doesn’t.  The world depends on Jesus, nothing more, nothing less.

And it is Jesus we look for in Advent.  Not the baby Jesus, the Jesus of sentiment and Silent Night.  We look for these Jesus who comes on the clouds, the Jesus who was and is and is to come, the Jesus who still has to keep the promise of this world and bring it to its rightful fulfillment.

Of course, we’re not there yet.  We are trapped in between times here in Advent, in this waiting season.  Perhaps you heard the disjunction in our Collect.  We pray, ultimately, in light of “the last day, when Jesus shall come again in glorious majesty.”  And yet we pray for the time of this mortal life, this present moment in which we make the choices, small and great, that define our lives.  We hope that the there and then might transform the here and now.

And so I leave you with the question and the challenge of Christian hope.  Knowing the promise of Jesus to come and transform this world—knowing about the falling stars and the clouds and the power and the glory—what might be different in this time for you?  What smaller hopes can you let go of?  What disappointments can you bear?  What risks can you take?  What confidence might you have?

Heaven and earth will indeed pass away.  A whole lot of precious things in them will, too.  But we have something more precious at hand: God eternal, God who never leaves us, God who will come again to us, if only we will lift up our eyes and see.

