Hope


First of all, Happy New Year! Yes, we know that it’s still November and we have Christmas to look forward to, but, as you can see, the Church Season has changed, green has faded to blue, and today is Advent Sunday, the first day of the new Church year. It is also referred to as the day of Hope as today we have lit the Hope Candle in the Advent Wreath and we reflect on the Hope that is inspired by this day and the anticipation of the Hope that we have in the promises made by this Season, mainly in the return of Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 


Calling on the prophet Isaiah we receive a glimpse of what that Hope and promise looks like: “In days to come the mountain of the LORD's house
shall be established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be raised above the hills.”  We get a sense of unity and togetherness with these words, as well as an idea of the still potent and awesome Majesty of our God. First we note that there is a single house of God, not one that is dispersed and fragmented by schism, disagreement and dissention. It has long been my belief and contention that the Church, in all of its varied forms and expressions, is about to grow up and to shed its adolescent angst, to become one once more. But different from what it used to be, because it will bring with it all of the positive and good aspects that it has experienced in the many variations and traditions, and leave the poorer aspects behind. It will be looked up to once more, symbolic of the Mountain Top, and God alone will be the architect.


It will be a beacon and a magnet for “all the nations shall stream to it. Many peoples shall come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may teach us his ways
and that we may walk in his paths.’ Again this speaks of the future re-unity of Christianity, and God the Architect now resumes the role of God the Teacher, correcting, informing, instructing, “For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.” There will be many things to learn and to re-learn in the renewed reality and God, directly or through intermediaries, will instruct and mold the hearts of the faithful into a more complete understanding of what is their purpose and function in this new order.


That is only one function that God will fulfill. God will also be the ultimate decision maker, resolving worldwide conflicts and disagreements, “He shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples;
they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.” Notice that this prophetic image has now moved from the Church to the World Stage and brings with it a message of peace which is to be picked up on next week. Peace is something that is foremost in most of our minds at this time, engaged as we are in at least two conflicts. I have to admit that over the past week for Nora and myself peace has been something we have been actively praying about and worrying over, we have a daughter living in South Korea, and apparently tensions are rising (though she has reported to us that the general populace of South Korea do not seem to be as alarmed or as agitated as popular media coverage has depicted them). Yes, peace in our war torn world, which has been so for Millennia, is something I know we would all like to experience. The United Nations thinks so too, these verses are carved into the wall of the building which is home to that organization in New York City. 


The intent of these verses, when written, was to change the mindset of those who heard them or read them. The emphasis shifts from a hostile, militant world, intent on destruction, to one of agrarian and agricultural pursuits, intent on building and growing and providing. Now, granted, not all of us are farmers, I doubt that many of us would even recognize a plowshare, let alone transform a sword into one (granted I personally have a collection of eight swords, but that’s another issue and they are for another purpose entirely). What then do we, as individuals, make of this concept and these verses? 


I Googled! Just think, ten years ago I would not have known what that meant, and I would have assumed that it had something to do with Cricket and a particular style of bowling! But Google has also become a phenomenon that nearly all are familiar with. Anyway, I Googled “plowshare” and found that there are approximately 225,000 articles on the internet that have to do with “plowshare”. No, I didn’t read every one! 
I did read enough to let me know that the predominant theme associated with “plowshare” is altruism, people helping other people or groups. Metaphorically, they are laying down arms and helping to make things grow, through direct aid, through instruction, through support and encouragement. Do we have “plowshares” or do we have “swords”? 


Over this past month, Stewardship Month, we have been reminded in various ways of the importance and necessity of supporting our Church, and providing for its means and function. I would also argue that such support is also a “plowshare”, for pledging to the Church locally is also pledging to the Church nationally, and is providing the means for both of those Church expressions to pursue Outreach and Missionary support to the world at large. More powerful individuals than us will have to work on the achievement of world peace, but we can also do our part in letting go of the “sword” and encouraging the “Plowshare”, besides there is another old saying that I think is appropriate – “the pen is mightier than the sword”, we should use ours well, for then we will be able to say to each other, in the closing words of this prophesy, “O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the LORD!” Amen.
