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 The headlines of the past week have been disturbing, chilling.  “One dead as 
torrential rain triggers flash flooding in Australia.”  “Record-breaking heat wave and 
‘catastrophic’ wildfires hit Australia.”  “The photos of destruction from the Alaska 
earthquake are haunting.”  “Apocalyptic images show the unfathomable devastation caused 
by California’s deadly Camp Fire.”1 

 How do we hope in the midst of this news? 

 It may sound strange, but it is precisely in the midst of this kind of news that Advent 
calls us to hope.  You see, Advent is an apocalyptic season.  Traditionally, Advent is the 
season when Christians remember that we live in a time between times.  Advent isn’t just 
about preparing for the celebration of the first coming of Jesus – his birth.  It is also about 
preparing for the second coming of Jesus.  At least traditionally.  And because the visions of 
the second coming of Jesus have been tied up in destruction and the end of the world, 
Advent can have an apocalyptic edge to it. 

 Only, that’s not the real meaning of the word.  ‘Apocalypse’ means ‘unveiling’ or 
‘revealing.’  I suppose that God’s truth could be unveiled in a cataclysmic fashion, but it’s 
not necessary.  God’s truth can be and often is revealed in many quieter, subtler ways.  All 
an apocalypse takes is a pulling back of a curtain to reveal the truth.  When Toto pulls back 
the curtain in The Wizard of Oz, the dog is performing an apocalypse.  An apocalypse may 
shake the foundations of lives, of cultures, of political systems, but it doesn’t need to do it 
with great, destructive power. 

 Did you notice the reference to an apocalypse in the second lesson today?  Leah 
Schade notes, “In his letter to the Romans, Paul recognized that Creation was ‘subjected to 
futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who subjected it’ (v. 20).  Scholars 
debate whether ‘the one’ is God or human beings.  So it’s unclear who has subjected 
Creation to suffering – people or God?  In any case, what is absolutely clear is that ‘creation 
itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of 
the children of God’ (v. 21).” 

 Looking at the passage from an environmental point of view, which I think is 
justified since it is about ‘creation,’ she goes on:  “When will this happen?  When the 
Children of God are ‘revealed.’  From an environmental perspective, this passage calls for 
Christians to show themselves to be actively working on behalf of Creation for ‘redemption’ 
that comes through Christ. 

 “This passage is also important for instilling a sense of hope in those who are 
suffering the travails of this time.  While we may not yet see a world healed from the 

                                                        
1 Headlines taken from various news websites over the past week. 
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ravages of humankind, our faith inspires hope, which, in turn, compels us to work to make 
that hope a reality.”2 

 Oscar Wilde said, “A cynic is a man [sic] who knows the price of everything, and the 
value of nothing,” and “A sentimentalist is simply one who wants to have the luxury of an 
emotion without paying for it.”3  Cynicism leads to looking at the world and saying, ‘love is 
impossible.’  It leads to thinking that self-interest has overpowered virtue and selfishness 
to what really motivates people.  Sentimentality leads to looking at the world and saying, 
‘love is everywhere,’ even though it’s obviously not.  It leads to ignoring the reality of evil 
and becomes a form of escapism. 

 “Cynics and sentimentalists eventually end up in pretty much the same place,” 
writes Tim Suttle.  “They both disengage from responsibility for the future.  The cynic says, 
‘everything’s terrible why bother to work for change?’  The sentimentalist says, 
‘Everything’s fine, so there’s no need to change.’  Both approaches abandon the human call 
to co-create and shape our common life toward the kingdom of God.”4 

 And while we may have powerless, inactive cynicism and sentimentalist in one 
hand, in the other hand, there’s hope.  Hope, Paul says, is something beyond seeing.  And I 
wonder if hope might combine the best of cynicism and sentimentality.  You see, for all 
their powerlessness, cynicism and sentimentalism each reveals a little bit of truth.  Hope 
combines the ability to tell the truth about the evil in the world (the truth of cynicism), and 
the belief that the world is essentially good (the truth of sentimentalism).  And in 
combining them, hope “transforms them into action – a new way of being in the world.  
“Hope is able to say:  although things are broken, they won’t always be.”5 

 I’ve had my eyes open for hope this week.  On Tuesday, a person named Christy 
NaMee Eriksen posted this story on Facebook. 

 “There is a little boy next to me, he must be 2 or 3.  Even when his legs are fully 
extended they don’t touch the seat in front of him.  Mostly he just touches me, which is 
okay.  His father looks to be in his 40s, salt and pepper hair, broad shoulders and unexciting 
blue jeans.  He’s tall.  I assume he is the kind of tall that takes care of people, like reaches for 
things in the overhead bin for old ladies or carries multiple children to the house at once; 
that gentle, spacious tall.  But who knows. 

 “‘Do you want to lay down?’ he keeps asking his son in English, who does not want 
to lay down.  ‘Baby, do you want to take a nap?’ he suggests, but the son does not want to 
take a nap.  I like how English sounds in his mouth; it bounces, like rain in a hard city. 

                                                        
2 Leah D. Schade, "A Dozen Bible Passages for Preaching a Creation-Care Sermon," Patheos, 
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/ecopreacher/2018/04/dozen-bible-passages-preaching-creation-care-
sermon/ (posted 14 April 2018; accessed 29 November 2018). 
3 Quoted by Tim Suttle, "Advent is a Time for Hope: Oscar Wilde on Cynics & Sentimentalists," Patheos, 
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/paperbacktheology/2018/11/advent-is-a-time-for-hope-oscar-wilde-on-
cynics-sentimentalists.html (posted and accessed 29 November 2018). 
4 Ibid, punctuation corrected. 
5 Ibid. 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/ecopreacher/2018/04/dozen-bible-passages-preaching-creation-care-sermon/
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/ecopreacher/2018/04/dozen-bible-passages-preaching-creation-care-sermon/
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/paperbacktheology/2018/11/advent-is-a-time-for-hope-oscar-wilde-on-cynics-sentimentalists.html
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/paperbacktheology/2018/11/advent-is-a-time-for-hope-oscar-wilde-on-cynics-sentimentalists.html
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 “We take off.  The son and I look out the window, watching the world get smaller 
and smaller. 

 “Then the father, all 6 foot mountain of him, curls himself into a seashell and lays his 
upper body in his son’s lap.  Without speaking, his son puts one tiny arm on his shoulder 
and one tiny arm around his head and his little back is strong and his little eyes are soft, 
and like this he holds his father.  Now the son is making circles with his palm, very small 
ripples across the landscape of his father.  Now he is slowly stroking his father’s wild 
sideburn with one finger.  I think they must have done this before. 

 “The father is asleep.  If you held them up to your ear, I bet you could hear the ocean 
inside them.  I bet everything in their ocean has a home to belong to.  Even I belong here, 
simply by being here, an innocent bystander to the intimacy of strangers.” 

 You might think this story is sentimentality.  But NaMee goes on. 

 “Why are some children born into sweetness and some are born into war?  Line up 
their fathers and how could you tell their tenderness apart.  I cannot fathom at this beloved 
moment or at any other, how a grown man could ever shoot tear gas at another man’s child.  
How a woman could walk their child 3000 desperate miles to our doorstep and still some 
mothers would not let them in.  In many ways, we have already built the wall. 

 “Perhaps our anxious leaders have never held space like this, where no one is alone 
and there is always enough room.  I want to bottle it up and share it.  I want to swim in it 
and be free.  I want to be immigrant and rooted, here, forty thousand feet above America.  
Where there is not a person, not a place, not a planet too small to love generously.”6 

 That, for me, is hope. 

 There a meme that crossed by path this 
week that shares an aspect of Advent hope.  
HOPE:  Helping Oppressed People Everywhere. 

 I read a story yesterday about a 9-year-
old girl from Napa named Riley who got Steph 
Curry to change how his sneakers are sold.7  
When she found out that his Curry 5 shoes are 
only listed in boys’ sizes on the Under Armor 
website, she wrote Curry a letter asking why.  
Curry’s response thanked her for pointing out 
the problem, explained that the website was 

getting corrected, and offered her a free pair of shoes.  When Curry posted a picture of his 
hand-written response on Twitter, he tweeted, “Appreciate you helping us get better 
Riley!” 

                                                        
6 Christy NaMee Eriksen, Facebook post, 
https://www.facebook.com/christynamee/posts/10156111444254506 (posted 27 November 2018; 
accessed 28 November 2018). 
7 Tod Perry, “A nine-year-old girl asked Steph Cutty why his shoes aren’t available in girls’ sizes and his 
response was surprising,” Good, https://www.good.is/articles/steph-curry-girls-shoes (posted 30 November 
2018; accessed 1 December 2018). 
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 A 9-year-old standing up for equal rights, and a famous adult see that action as 
“helping us get better” – that kindles my hope. 

 Pursuing Advent hope involved entering the shadows, those places where all seems 
lost.  It means sitting with those whose lives are broken.  And once we have entered the 
shadows (both intellectually and emotionally), we can act and find our way into hope.8 

 I’m really not all that big on the second coming.  I don’t think many progressive 
Christians are.  If Jesus comes again to bring an end to the age, fine.  Whatever.  I trust God 
to make all that work.  Rather than the second coming, Advent for me focuses much more 
on what St. Bernard of Clairvaux referred to, back in the early 12th century, as the third 
coming of Jesus. 

 “The third [coming],” he preached, “lies between the other two.  It is invisible, while 
the other two are visible.  In the first coming [Jesus] was seen on earth, dwelling among 
men; …  In the final coming all flesh will see the salvation of our God … The intermediate 
coming is a hidden one;… in this middle coming he comes in spirit and in power…”9 

 While Bernard said, “Because this coming lies between the other two, it is like a road 
on which we travel from the first coming to the last,”10 still lifting up the second coming, the 
final revelation of the age, as the important coming, I think of this “third coming” as the 
important coming, because it is the road on which we travel once we decide to follow Jesus.  
And so, for us at least, Advent is a time to prepare for the coming of Jesus in our lives, a 
mystical coming, a coming that brings with it transformation and hope. 

Amen. 

_______________ 

Questions for contemplation: 

• What is the source of your hope? 
• What kindles hope in you? 
• How do you put your hope into action? 

                                                        
8 Salt Project, "Hope is a verb," salt*, http://www.saltproject.org/progressive-christian-blog/advent-week-
one-lectionary-commentary (posted and accessed 27 November 2018). 
9 St. Bernard of Clairvaux, “The Three Comings of the Lord,” Catholic Online, 
https://www.catholic.org/advent/story.php?id=30845 (written in the 12th century; published online 2 
December 2008; accessed 1 December 2018). 
10 Ibid. 


