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I know it's our tendency as we approach Christmas to want to experience 
happiness and hear upbeat messages. And certainly there is plenty to celebrate 
this time of year. But the Christian focus of Advent is a bit different, for it is 
rooted in a more solemn call for preparation—preparation, not so much for 
Christmas, as for the second coming of Christ to usher in the reign of God once 
and for all. That's why the first Sunday of Advent traditionally employs Bible 
lessons that focus on the day of the Lord's coming – and why the tenor of this 
morning's lesson is more focused on judgment than jingle bells. 

But if you'll bear with me for a few minutes, I think I can convince you that 
despite the tenor of our scripture passage this morning, our previously-
announced theme of Hope still stands. 

As we turn our focus on the coming of Christ in glory to usher in the 
kingdom of heaven once and for all eternity, we have to realize why it is that this
second coming should be a longing in our hearts. We should long for Christ's 
coming, because our world is pretty thoroughly messed up. And it's been that 
way for a long time. It was that way in the days of Isaiah, over 2,500 years ago; 
it was that way long before that, all the way back to the third chapter of Genesis.
Look, there is a lot of good and beauty in our world, don't get me wrong. But 
we're also pretty broken. A daily glance at the news will remind you of that.

And as Isaiah so eloquently points out, we humans have ourselves to 
blame. As Isaiah cries out to God, “But how angry you've been with us! We've 
sinned and kept at it so long!... We're all sin-infected, sin-contaminated... No one
prays to you or makes the effort to reach out to you because you've turned away
from us, left us to stew in our sins.”1 Do you want to know why we need to 
expand our Advent vision beyond the merriment of December 25? We need to 
recognize that ours is a world in need of fixing in a bad way; we need to cry out 
to our Lord to tear open the heavens and come down, and clean up this mess of
ours.

Merry Christmas, right?
And yet, we do not lose hope.

1 Isaiah 64:5b-7 (The Message), selected verses
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“And yet.” Those two words are critical to our faith. Our faith is an “and yet”
faith, because our faith declares that God has other plans for us. It is true that 
our sin has left us broken. But it is also true that God is unwilling to let us remain
that way. As Paul reminds us in the second chapter of Ephesians, even “while 
we were dead in our transgressions,” God, “who is rich in mercy, made us alive 
with Christ...”2 So it is true that we are sinners in need of redemption. And yet 
that is not the ultimate truth that defines us. The ultimate truth that defines us is 
the love of God – a love that will not let us go, a love that compelled God to 
send his Son that first time, to save us from our sin and offer us eternal life.

In the face of our broken and hurting world, ours is an “and yet” faith. For 
we declare that “And yet, God has plans for us. Plans for our redemption. Plans 
for our welfare. Plans for our salvation.”

That's why Isaiah declares, even while he sees all around him a world that
is falling apart, “Yet, O Lord, you are our Father. We are the clay, you are the 
potter; we are all the work of your hand.”3 It is a simple, straightforward 
declaration, but it is also filled with faith. Isaiah reminds us that God isn't a 
distant, unfeeling deity who simply hurls lightning bolts of judgment every time 
we mess up; indeed, God is our Father, the One who gives us life. Our life is in 
God's hands, and the implied appeal that Isaiah makes when he says that God 
is the potter and we are the clay, is the appeal that God would mold us and 
make us into something destined for glory.

Can you make that declaration? Can you recognize that your life is 
preciously held in the loving hands of God our Father? And can you cry out to 
God in heartfelt prayer, “Here I am, God, a lump of clay. Mold me into a child 
made in your likeness. Take what I am, and heal me, and make me into 
something new, something glorious, something that points to your grace and 
mercy.”

Can you pray that prayer?
Of course you can. That's the prayer of hope. It's a prayer that longs for 

redemption, and places the assurance of our redemption into the hands of God. 
It's a prayer that will find its ultimate fulfillment when Christ comes in glory. But 
in the meantime, it is a prayer that God will take us right now, and make us 
anew, and give us new life, and send us out into the world to proclaim his 
redeeming love.

Our Advent longing is, indeed, for Christ to return. But we know that until 
that happens, then we must live in the meantime. And in the meantime, we live 
as people of hope. Hope is that capacity to live today into the promise of 
tomorrow, not because of our own capacity to see into the future, but because 
2 See Ephesians 2:4-5
3 Isaiah 64:8
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we know something of the God who has already mapped out every today and 
every tomorrow through eternity. We know of God's steadfast love, which never 
ceases. We know that God's mercy is new every morning, because God is 
faithful. We know that when our Lord said, “For God so loved the world that he 
gave his only-begotten son, that whosoever believes in him will not perish but 
receive eternal life,” we can take that to the bank. 

That's what hope means. It means living today into the promise of 
tomorrow.

Carol and I were talking recently about the new direction our life is taking. 
While we are deeply saddened that this will be our last Christmas together with 
you—our dear brothers and sisters in Christ, and our precious friends—we are 
grateful for the opportunity to spend these weeks with you laughing and crying 
together, and remembering God's goodness, and assuring each other that God 
has plans for all of us – plans for blessing, and for faithful and vibrant ministry.

The truth is, Carol and I are confident that we are following God's call. Of 
that we are certain, and we have peace. But we don't know exactly what lies 
ahead of us. We know something of the congregation in Clinton, and of their 
desire for a new chapter in their life; we know a good bit about Carol's parents' 
health. But that's about all we've been given. So we don't know exactly what lies
ahead of us.

But this we do know: God is with us, and God is going ahead of us. And 
that is enough for us.

It's enough for you, too. You don't know exactly what lies ahead. You have
a good idea of what lies ahead–there will be preaching, and music, and Sunday 
school, and Wednesday activities, and lots of food (there's always plenty of food
around here!); there will be an interim pastor who will work with the Session and 
with you to prepare for the next installed head of staff. Our staff and Session will
work diligently to keep everything as normal as possible.

Beyond that, you don't know too much for certain. But God is with you, 
and God is going ahead of you. And that should be enough for you.

One of the things that helps strengthen the hope I have, is to remember. 
Because though we can't see with total clarity what the future holds, we can look
back on our lives with 20-20 vision, and see the hand of God working all things 
for the good. One of the reasons Carol and I can be so confident that all will be 
well for us in Clinton and for you here in Georgetown, is because I can look back
at the past 12 ½ years and see how God has been so present and active and 
faithful for all of us. Our journey together has taken us to mountaintop glory and 
joy, and also through some serious challenges and even profound sadness. But 
never once has God abandoned us. Never once, not even in the midst of the 
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trials we have faced together – never once have I been tempted to say that God 
is not good, or that God doesn't care.

We are who we are—as individuals and as the body of Christ at 
Georgetown Presbyterian Church—by the grace of God at work among us.

That's why I'm entering this season of change, not with dread, but with 
hope.

And I hope you will, too.
I've mentioned it some over the past few days, but it bears saying again 

today. Even though I have known for a few weeks that 2018 wouldn't include me
serving as your pastor, I have approached every plan we have been making 
together as something that God has in store for you. What we have been doing, 
and what we have been planning for next year are things that God calls this 
congregation to do, regardless of my status. 

To the eight elders who have just finished your training for serving on the 
Session next year, I am confident that God has put you there, and intends for 
you to be an elder for the next three years, even though I won't be on the 
Session.

Over the past couple of months I have recruited six members of this 
church to meet regularly with six members of the Bethel AME church to have a 
dialog about race, and reconciliation, and justice. This effort began when God 
convicted me in my heart of the need to reach out to our African American 
brothers and sisters. I am firmly convinced that God intends this dialog to 
continue long after I am gone. 

This church went through an extensive process of discerning God's vision 
for our ministry. The Vision 2020 mission goals are what God has put in front of 
this church for the coming years. They're not my goals; they're the goals and 
mission of Georgetown Presbyterian Church.

I say all this to remind you that to live into hope means keeping your eye 
on what God has called you to do, and do it. Keep doing the things God is 
calling you to do, long after I am gone.

“Yet you, O Lord, are our Father. We are the clay, and you are the potter; 
we are the work of your hand.” Are you ready to add to that declaration the 
prayer of hope? Are you ready to pray, for the season ahead of us, “Mold us, 
and make us, and use us for your purpose.”?

Because that's what hope looks like.
Amen.


