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Last spring a generous parishioner gave us several tomato plant seedlings. They were tiny little shoots, no 

more than six inches high.  As we hopefully scooped out the earth, carefully placing the seedlings into the 

moist ground, we dreamed of home-grown tomatoes gracing our salad bar.  

Martin Luther said “Everything that is done in the world is done by the hopeful.” In the readings for this 

second Sunday of Advent we meet three tremendously hopeful people: Isaiah, Paul and John the Baptist. 

Isaiah is one of the major figures of Advent. He ministered in Jerusalem in the late eighth century B.C. Isaiah 

gave spiritual and political advice to kings and leaders as well as to the people. The passage we heard this 

morning is a good example of why Isaiah is a great Advent character and why his book is sometimes described 

as the fifth Gospel.  

Frustrated with the mediocrity of the Davidic royal line, Isaiah nevertheless held out hope for its future 

descendants, hoping for an even better version of King David.  Declaring that new life will spring forth from a 

dead stump, he dreams of a wise ruler who would establish an era of justice, peace and mutual understanding 

even among natural enemies. 

Isaiah’s hopes are echoed in today’s psalm (72), which reads like a virtual job description of the hoped-for 

ruler. This ideal king will rule with righteousness and protect the poor and needy. Neither Isaiah nor the 

psalmist lived to see their hopes fulfilled.  

But Christians came to see these hopes realized in Jesus. Jesus was a descendant of King David; he was led by 

the Holy Spirit and endowed with great wisdom. He was righteous in all he did, and taught others to act 

likewise. He sided with the poor and oppressed; a man of peace, he taught that peacemakers were especially 

blessed. 

In today’s second reading, the apostle Paul writes to the early Christians in Rome. This is a community 

suffering deep divisions between Jewish and Gentile believers, and between those who observe dietary laws 

and those who do not. Paul attempts to mediate in these disputes, urging both factions - the liberals and 

conservatives of their time, to exercise restraint and rise above their controversies. Welcome one another as 

Christ welcomes you; tear down walls of separation and build up the church. When he asserts that the 

scriptures were written for our instruction that …we might have hope, Paul insists they must participate in the 

hard work of conversion. 

Such is also the preoccupation of John the Baptist, another great figure of Advent hope. He bursts into Advent 

preaching repentance, demanding that we reorient our lives, transform our thinking and reform our behavior.  

John seems harsh, judgmental, even terrifying. Yet John is a sign of hope because repentance means that 

we’re not doomed to the same-old, same-old; that, by the grace of God, we can change, and change for the 

better. If old Ebenezer Scrooge could change so can we. Advent offers the gospel of the second chance, of 

another opportunity to get it right. Things may be as they are, but you don’t have to be as you are, you can 

change. And who among us is so perfect that no change is needed? 



 

John looks forward to the coming One, he points to Jesus, who brings the fire of divine love in the power of 

the Spirit. Advent points us not backward to the manger but forward to the new life we are to live in Christ. 

Advent hope means that the Child born in Bethlehem so long ago may yet be born again in us today. 

Some people think that hope and optimism are synonymous, but they are not. Optimism is short-sighted and 

often short-lived; it’s the outlook that says somehow things will turn out all right. Christian hope, on the other 

hand, is tougher and more lasting. It says that even if things aren’t all right, we will make it through whatever 

comes to threaten, discourage or destroy us. 

In our own time God has not left us without examples of hope, people whose lives demonstrated what real 

hope is like. I think of Nelson Mandela, who spent 27 years in prison and brokered the end of apartheid. After 

giving a speech at Harvard, a student asked if during those years in prison he was optimistic that he would 

ever be freed. He replied, “I was never optimistic, but I never lost hope.” 

His hope inspired multitudes. In the days prior to the abolishment of apartheid, people in South Africa used to 

light candles and place them in their windows as a sign of hope that one day this terrible injustice would be 

overcome. Soon the authorities began to crack down on this and it became illegal to have a lit candle in your 

window. The irony was not missed by the children. They joked among themselves, exclaiming, “The 

government is afraid of candles!” Contemplating the forces that helped overthrow apartheid, it became quite 

evident that lighted candles were more powerful than the guns of the government.  Hope is that powerful. 

Hope is based on a promise, the promise of God that says that – human pride, sin and wrongful use of power 

notwithstanding – justice, peace, love, harmony, mercy and graciousness will, eventually, prevail.  

“Everything that is done in the world is done by the hopeful.” 

Isaiah, Paul, John the Baptist, Nelson Mandela – all witnesses to the persistent power of hope. What they 

hoped for, they worked for - and suffered for. And what about us? What are we hoping for? Looking at the 

dried-up stumps in our world, will we give into despair and discouragement, or, shall we join forces with the 

God of hope who sees potential in the tiniest green shoot pushing its way into new life.  

Shoots are fragile things, like those tiny tomato plants we put into the earth last spring. Our dream for those 

seedlings came true: home-grown tomatoes on our salad bar, even after the first frost. 

May we so tend the seedlings in our hearts, and in our communities, that we may be witnesses of God’s hope 

breaking through the hopelessness of despair. 

And “may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the 

power of the Holy Spirit.” 

 


