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The Presbyterian Church in Canada

 {Third Sunday in Advent}

Third Sunday in Advent: Isaiah 61: 1- 4, 8 -11 

Sermon
The Rev. Dr. Sarah Travis
We live in troubled and troubling times.

Some of us might argue that the world is becoming more dangerous.

Depending on where we grew up, we might reminisce about how safe we were as children,

playing outside all day until we heard the call “dinner is ready”

there were days before ‘terrorist attack’ was a household phrase.

Once upon a time, the human community wasn’t afraid 

that the earth was damaged beyond repair.

We didn’t fear gun violence at the playground.

People left their baby carriages outside the grocery store

with the baby still inside. 

Remember those days? 

Today, we can’t turn on the news without wondering

how on earth things got so bad.

There is news of earthquakes, famines,

terrible poverty, child slavery, sex trafficking, 

drugs, weapons, millions of displaced persons,

missing and murdered aboriginal women. 

Trucks driving into crowded markets. 

Schools in lock down. 

Political turmoil – everywhere we turn. 

We live in troubling times.

It is interesting to note that the prophet Isaiah 

was saying exactly the same thing. 

At least 500 years before Jesus was born. 

He names the trouble of his time – 

oppression, broken hearts, captivity,

imprisonment, mourning, faint spirits,

ruined landscapes, devastated cities, 

generations and generations of devastation.

Robbery and wrongdoing. 

He lived in troubling times. 

Isaiah’s words arose in a particular context – 

the complete mess that Israel found itself in 

during the Babylonian exile, when many members of the Judean community

including the king and skilled workers

were forcibly removed from their home,

and held captive in Babylon.

Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed.

It was a time of weeping, as the captives remembered their city

And longed for home. 

In the gospel of Luke, Jesus himself quotes the prophet Isaiah, 

Identifying his mission 
“to bring good news to the poor

to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, 

to let the oppressed go free, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

Those were also troubling times. 

Jesus and his nation were toiling under Roman oppression, 

feeling the political and economic consequences 

of being a pawn in a massive colonial game. 

In 2017, the world might be in a bad state.

But it has always been in a bad state.  

Human beings have always behaved badly, 

always been fragile and easily harmed by forces beyond their control.

Always suffered and feared and waited 

for someone or something to ease the burden of pain. 

Human beings have always longed for salvation. 

The specifics of human tragedy differ from age to age - 

Isaiah was speaking into a particular time and place and context

and yet Isaiah’s words are timeless. 

He speaks the words we long to hear

he announces that salvation is coming. 

Salvation can mean many things – 

in this case, Isaiah doesn’t seem to be talking about spiritual salvation, 

he’s not talking about heaven – 

he’s talking about real communities, earthy flesh and blood communities

broken communities

And the hope and possibility that they can be rebuilt, 

restored, 

made whole again. 

Isaiah claims that God is always breaking into the present,

acting to heal what has been devastated. 

These are hopeful words. 

And yet the more cynical among us might reasonably ask

Where is this promised salvation?

What is God doing here and now?

Why is everything still so difficult

when Jesus has already lived and died and been raised up?  

We are still waiting. 

Isaiah had a particular gift for perceiving 

signs of transformation in the midst of the rubble of life.

The theologian Shelly Rambo talk about being in New Orleans

over two years after Hurricane Katrina devastated the 9th ward. 

She is standing in someone’s backyard

“There is nothing there,” she says

“Except for the cement sidewalk pieces and remnants of a washed-out foundation.”

One of the residents tells her “Things are not back to normal.”

The storm is gone, but after the storm is always here.

Rambo’s work is in the area of trauma.

She describes how traumatic events persist long after the events, 

and continue to live on in the bodies and communities of those who have been affected. 

It might be tempting for us to try to wash away the trauma

with easy words of comfort and hope. 

But that might mean that we “proclaim good news before it is time”

The suffering that is caused by devastation should not be easily wiped away.

For many in our world, life and death exist in close proximity. 

Life remains difficult. 

If you have experienced trauma or loss in your life, 

you know this is true. 

It is impossible to restore life as it once was,

and sometimes it is difficult to imagine new life arising from the ashes.

As Rambo witnessed the suffering of the residents of New Orleans, 

She observes 
“Amid talk about building and restoring, 

these particular streets of New Orleans still are not restored.”

Even ten years later, we can imagine that restoration is still elusive.

Not only in New Orleans, 

utb also in Kabul, or Aleppo, 

more recently in Houston or Lac Megantic or Fort McMurray 

or Shoal Lake in Manitoba.

Isaiah’s words come to life when we imagine the devastation and suffering 

experienced over and over again in communities affected by disaster – 

natural or human-made.

In this season of advent, we are in-between devastation and restoration.

In our rush to make everything ok, to solve the problems,

to seek resurrection from the dead, 

we might miss the opportunity to suffer with others.

In this season, in-between death and life, life and death,

a space opens up between pain and hope – 

a space in which we can stand with those who wait

for something to change.

In this unimaginable territory, 

we are aware that there are sometimes no words which will comfort.

Nothing we can do, nothing we can even imagine

that will bring new life where there is only the stench of death.

Instead, we are invited to wait, equipped only with the promise of a faithful God

that life is indeed possible. 

The good news here is that God wants more for us,

for all creation.

God willingly came to dwell amid the rubble and devastation,

as a frail child, born in the little town of Bethlehem,

where “the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”

Hope meets fear in the birth of Jesus Christ, 

we can be strengthened and embraced by a God who lives and breathes

even when everyone thought the cross was the end of the story.

What will it mean for us to wait with those who suffer?

Certainly, it means seeking opportunities as a church 

to offer hospitality – bread, wine, turkey

to those who are alone.

It means that we might offer what we have – 

our money, our time, our prayers

to sit with those who suffer – near and far – 

and listen.

Somewhere between life and death, 

we will hear the cry of a tiny child. 

Come to tell us that we are not alone.

Come to tell us that although we cannot fully understand 

the mysterious rhythms of life and death, 

we are in a space where hope meets fear.

We are invited to gather together will all who mourn

and watch the star rise in the East.

The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight. 
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