
Rev. Eric Hillegas  Year C Advent 1, 2018 

St. Chrysostom’s Church 

There’s a growing battle on America’s Christmas tree farms. It’s not the so-

called “War on Christmas” that makes splashy headlines every year, obsessing 

over things like seasonal coffee cups. This is a different battle altogether. On the 

surface, it’s a battle between fresh trees & fake trees. Beneath the surface, it’s a 

battle for all of us; a battle for the hearts & minds of consumers.1 

In one corner, manufacturers of fake trees invite us to be sensible, to think 

about allergies, fire safety, and convenience. In the other corner, farmers invite us 

to lead with the heart, to consider the experience of fresh trees, right down to that 

seasonal smell. Fake trees are aiming at your head. Fresh trees are aiming at 

your heart. One advertising campaign for the farmers asks, "Years from now, 

which do you think you'll remember the best? Assembling an artificial tree you've 

pulled from the attic? Or going out as a family to select the right tree for you?"2 

It’s a battle for our hearts and minds. That’s the real battle. And here’s the 

interesting thing. “It may be a decade before farmers know if the [nostalgia] 

campaign worked,” but they already have to begin planting for that future today. 

We could put it like this: if you want to know what farmers believe about the 

future, just look at the number of trees they’re planting today. The number of 

trees they’re planting is a revelation of their true hope. 

                                                           
1 https://www.npr.org/2018/11/23/669813469/real-and-fake-christmas-tree-sellers-fight-for-american-hearts-and-

minds 
2 Ibid. 
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The season of Advent invites us into a similar place. Today begins a new 

year in the Christian calendar, a new beginning in our journey with God. Don’t 

worry, the story hasn’t changed since last year. But we’ve changed. Our world 

has changed. Maybe our hopes & fears have changed. Advent is a battle for our 

hearts and minds. And today, on the first day of a new journey with God the 

Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit, we’re invited into a place not so 

different than tree farmers planning for the future. We could put it like this: if you 

want to know what Christians really believe about the future, just look at the 

kind of seeds we’re planting with our lives today. The actions of our lives today 

reveal our true hope. 

Each of our readings today paints a picture of God’s future. They each paint 

a picture that’s meant to shape our actions today. Here’s how it works: 

In Jeremiah, it’s a future beyond national desolation & exile. 

In 1 Thessalonians, it’s a future beyond personal despair & suffering. 

In Luke, it’s a future beyond the destruction of Israel’s temple, which then 

becomes a vision of cosmic future when God’s kingdom draws near. 

Let’s see how each of these pictures inform our hope & shape our action. 

Jeremiah is speaking to a people, a nation, that spent generations investing 

hope in something other than God. Sure, they talked about God (a lot), they 

performed rituals for God (all the time), but somewhere along the way they 
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stopped paying attention to God. Somewhere they reduced God to a status 

symbol of temple & palace. Their hope was focused on the survival of temple & 

palace. That’s what they cared about. That’s what made them feel important & 

secure. And they had every reason to feel that way bc temple & palace were both 

gifts from God.  

But they invested so much hope in temple & palace they stopped listening to 

God. And Jeremiah’s thankless task was to prophesy a future without temple or 

palace. He did it for years. Everyone thought he was nuts. Then suddenly, 

Jerusalem suffered three military invasions over 10 years – and their entire world 

came crashing down. Temple & palace were ransacked & burned. They were 

bereft; a people without hope. The question in today’s reading is whether a flame 

of hope can survive in the midst of national darkness.3 Jeremiah says, yes, it can, if 

they learn to hope in God.   

Jeremiah is one of our best guides for Advent. And not just because our 

world is still mired in war & conflict. It’s been said, “There is never any problem 

finding [headlines for] Advent.”4 There’s always war & rumors of war in our 

world. Jeremiah is our guide for Advent because he reminds us that hope is 

never something we build, protect, or defend. Advent, like the Bible itself, 

                                                           
3 cf., CEB Study Bible, p. 1,205. 
4 Rutledge, Advent, p. 237. 
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points to a future, “hope that is beyond human hope, beyond human potential, 

beyond human striving."5 

From Jeremiah we learn that hope is a gift. And we also learn this: from 

Jeremiah we learn that hope is a person. The hope Jeremiah describes for a 

hopeless people is a personal promise, embodied in a personal ruler, and grounded 

in God’s personal name.  

• It’s the result of a personal promise: The days are surely coming, says the 

LORD, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel (33.14). 

• It’s embodied in a personal ruler: I will cause a righteous Branch to spring 

up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness (33.15). 

• It’s grounded in God’s personal name: Jerusalem will live in safety…. it will 

be called: ‘the LORD is our righteousness’ (33.16). 

Jeremiah is one of our best guides for Advent bc he reminds us that hope is a 

person. Hope never depends on systems or institutions that we build, manage, or 

control. It always depends on the God of our faith. And for Christians, learning to 

hope in God ultimately means learning to hope in Jesus.  

That’s how today’s Gospel works. Today in Luke, Jesus is using all kinds of 

symbolic language that’s caused all kinds of speculation about the end of the 

world. For some reason people think Jesus is inviting us to use his language as a 

                                                           
5 http://ruminations.generousorthodoxy.org/2018/11/observing-advent.html 
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decoder ring for current events. Don’t fall into that trap. It’s not a decoder ring. It’s 

the opposite. Jesus is using symbolic language so it can be relevant in every 

generation, and never reduced to any single generation. Every generation 

experiences crises where it feels like the world is coming undone; whether it’s the 

destruction of Israel’s temple 2,000 years ago (the immediate referent for Jesus’ 

language), or a global market crash in our own day.  

Understanding apocalyptic language isn’t about having the right decoder 

ring. It’s about learning to focus on the right person, Jesus, in the midst of any 

event. Jesus is the one who embodies our hope both now and in the future. Jesus, 

the one who will come in glory, is the one who already came in humility. Jesus, the 

one who will come in power, is the one who already arrived in weakness. Jesus, 

the one who will come in triumph is the one who suffered, bled, & rose.6 For 

Christians, Jesus is the name of God’s hope and the shape of God’s hope. 

Whenever we plant our hope in the powers or institutions of this world, their 

downfall will be terrifying, but also liberating if we learn to put our hope in the 

God of our faith. In today’s Gospel, those who, “see ‘the Son of Man coming in a 

cloud’ with power and great glory,” (Lk. 21.27) – the ones who see liberation, are 

the ones who hope in God. Everyone is looking at the same thing but seeing it very 

differently. When everyone else is fainting, “from fear & foreboding,” (Lk. 21.26), 

                                                           
6 cf. “Hope,” in Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, p. 376. 
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the ones who hope in God are invited to “stand up and raise your heads, because 

your redemption is drawing near,” (Lk. 21.28). Whatever else is happening in the 

world, our focus on Jesus produces hope instead of fear or trembling. 

Christian hope is different than betting on the right horse. It’s different than 

betting on any circumstances in the present or future. Christian hope is personal. 

It’s relational. It’s the hope of our never-ending fellowship & communion with 

God. And that hope of communion with God is the very thing that draws us into 

communion with each other. Our hope of never-ending fellowship & communion 

with God, is what creates the Body of Christ, the Church.  

So how fitting, that our Epistle reminds us about the connection between 

fellowship & faith. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul is writing to some Christians who are 

suffering under the rulers & powers of their day. Paul is writing to this beleaguered 

community from a distance. He’s in communion with them but he’s not present 

with them. He’s removed. That’s the situation. From a distance he writes that he 

eagerly longs to see them, and to be with them face-to-face, so their mutual 

fellowship can restore whatever is lacking in faith (1 Thess. 3.10).  

Paul never separates fellowship & faith.7 Christian faith is never something 

we possess on our own. It isn’t something we build, protect, or manage by 

ourselves. It’s communal & relational. Bc in a world that’s always plagued by 

                                                           
7 Gaventa, First and Second Thessalonians, p. 47. 
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suffering, conflict, and war, we need each other to restore whatever is lacking in 

our faith. Advent is a season to restore each other in faith, hope, and love as we 

wait for the God of hope who is Jesus. Frederick Beuchner puts it like this. “To 

wait for Christ is as best we can to be Christ to those who need us to be Christ to 

them most and to bring them the most we have of Christ's healing and hope.”8 

So today, on the first Sunday of Advent, let’s do this: let’s be alert for the 

arrival of Jesus in our world, and let’s continue gathering in worship & fellowship 

so we can be the arrival of Jesus in our world. This is the beginning of a new year. 

The story of our faith has not changed. We’ll continue seeing, “distress among 

nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves,” (Lk. 21.25). But our 

hope is a person who sustains & restores us in the midst of any distress or 

confusion. So let’s enter Advent using a faithful hymn that invites us into our 

journey this year. 

Be still, my soul; thy God doth undertake 

To guide the future as He has the past. 

Thy hope, thy confidence, let nothing shake; 

All now mysterious shall be bright at last. 

Be still, my soul; the waves and winds still know 

His voice who ruled them while He dwelt below.  

 

Please stand and sing with me…. 

                                                           
8 http://www.frederickbuechner.com/blog/2018/11/26/weekly-sermon-illustration-waiting 


