
Isaiah 2:1-5   1 The word that Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem: 2 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; all the nations shall stream to it.  3 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.” For out of Zion shall go forth instruction and the word of the 
Lord from Jerusalem.  4 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.  5 O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in 
the light of the Lord! 
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Advent was just around the corner, so Michelle Hardie thought she'd see what her children 
remembered from their family devotions the year before.  "Who can tell me what the four candles in 
the Advent wreath represent?" Michelle asked. 

Seven-year-old Luke jumped in with exuberance.  "There's love, joy, peace, and… and…" 
"I know!  I know!" five-year-old Elise interrupted to finish her brother's sentence: "Love, joy, 

peace and quiet!"  [story adapted from Edward K. Rowell, Editor, 1001 Quotes, Illustrations, and Humorous Stories for 
Preachers, Teachers, and Writers (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books/Christianity Today International, 2008) pg. 291.]   

Alright then.  The four Advent candles represent love, joy, peace, and quiet.  You know, I have a 
certain soft spot for that analysis.  After all, this is that time of the year when there seems to be noise 
everywhere – when one can hardly find peace and quiet with which to take in the preciousness of the 
season; with which to fully enter into the experience of Advent waiting; with which to engage in the 
discipline of inner, spiritual preparation.  So maybe little Elise was on to something.  Love, joy, peace 
and quiet.  One could do a lot worse.   

But alas, little Elise doesn’t have it quite right.  The banners hanging on our Advent wreath spell 
it out for us.  Love, joy, peace…and hope.  Today is the first Sunday in Advent, and Advent is where the 
church has always begun its new year.  At the risk of boring you, I say again this week what I said last 
week.  Our year ends with an acknowledgement of Jesus’ reign and begins with looking for the reign to 
come among us with the culmination of time. 

There’s a story about a mother talking with her young daughter on the way home from church 
one year at first Advent.  She told her daughter that, according to the Bible, Jesus will return to earth 
someday. 

"When is he coming back?" the daughter asked. 
"I don't know," replied the mother. 
To which her daughter responded, "Mom, that’s really the kind of thing you ought to google 

and find out.”  [story adapted from “Joyful Noiseletter”, Jan. 2004, p. 2, "The Lord's Laughter”, Jeff Totten; as used in 

“Swords Into Plowshares” by King Duncan, https://sermons.com.] 

If only it were that simple!  Unfortunately, the talk of Jesus’ return quite frequently is co-opted 
by those who use it to preach fear and judgement.  But if we turn to our scriptures, we find something 
quite different.   
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But first, a brief word about terminology.  The word “Advent” means coming or arrival.  
Scripture references two advents of God.  The first is historically and theologically well-documented.  
The creator of the universe takes on flesh and comes to us as an infant in Bethlehem, born to average 
human parents named Mary and Joseph, born into a world not unlike our own – one of strife, war, 
politics, disparity, and suffering.  That infant grew up to teach a revolutionary way of understanding 
God, others, and self.  That infant grew into a man who bore the crushing weight of human sin on his 
own soul as he died on a cross at calvary.  That infant grew into a man who walked out of a tomb alive, 
overcoming the power of death on all of us.  All of that wondrous story – that gospel, or good news – 
all of it is the record of God’s first Advent.  The work continues.  But at some point, the work will be 
accomplished.  The world will be made right, humanity will be made right.  And that will happen, they 
say, when the second advent happens.   

Now let me be clear.  I’ve got no proof that anything I say, or that anyone else says, about that 
day is true.  I’ve got, at best, interpretive insight into ancient writings.  I don’t know when it’s going to 
happen.  I don’t know what it’s going to look like, or how it’s going to unfold.  Be wary of anyone who 
tells you they do.  And be wary of anyone who wants to use it to manipulate others.  There are plenty 
of folks who honestly think that all their fears and prejudices will be validated when that day comes.  I 
think that’s a crappy vision, and a selfish one.   

I’ve read that for every prophetic vision of the first advent of Jesus, there are eight or nine 
prophetic visions of the second advent of Jesus.  Sop this Advent season, we’re going to be looking at 
some of prophetic lessons from Isaiah – we’re going to look at the world they show us, the lessons they 
teach.  Spoiler alert – they’re not frightening or manipulative or hateful.  On the contrary – they’re of 
love, joy, peace, and yes…hope.  They’re of harmony.  They’re of holiness.  They’re of reconciliation 
and wholeness.   

Isaiah begins chapter two with a vision of people streaming to God’s mountain, not to make 
war, not to argue, not to barter or extort, but to learn.  Listen to it again:  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; all the nations shall stream to it.  Many peoples shall come and say, “Come, let us go up 
to the mountain of the Lord, that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.”  People 
will come to know God.  At Jesus’ first Advent, he came to bridge the separation between us and God – 
to restore the connectedness.  The promise is that all that separates us from God will finally be healed.  

I love how King Duncan describes this.  He writes, “Imagine for a moment a stream of water 
flowing up a mountain. Impossible, you say. The laws of gravity make it nearly impossible for water to 
flow uphill. There are just a few instances where this is somewhat possible. Waves of the ocean can 
move uphill, either because they are pushed by strong winds or drawn by the moon’s gravitational pull. 
A few earthquakes have caused rivers to temporarily reverse course. Robin Bell, a geophysics professor 
from Columbia University, says that massive ice sheets in the Antarctic create downward pressure on 
the streams underneath, causing some of those streams to flow uphill from the pressure.  

“But it takes a powerful force of nature, like heavy ice plates or an earthquake to defy the pull 
of gravity and move water uphill. In the same way, it takes the powerful work of the Holy Spirit in our 
hearts and minds to inspire us to turn from our selfish, sinful ways and seek God’s ways. This is the 
vision of the future that Isaiah announces.  [2 ¶s adapted from “Can Water Naturally Flow Uphill?” by Laura 

Geggel, March 26, 2017, https://www.livescience.com/58416-can-water-naturally-flow-uphill.htm; as used in “A Vision of 
Beauty and Hope” by King Duncan, https://sermons.com.] 

But Isaiah also notes that it will not only be our separation from God that is healed, but also our 
separation from others.  We will go to the Holy Mountain to learn God’s ways, and our swords will be 
beaten into plowshares and our spears into pruning hooks.   
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One of the advantages of serving on the Board of Ordained Ministry is that I get to meet a lot of 
the clergy entering ministry these days, and I want to tell you about a colleague of mine.  His name is 
Rev. Corey Simon, and he serves a two-point charge of United Methodist Churches in the southwest 
corner of Michigan.  Corey was ordained elder a half a dozen years ago or so, got married a few years 
back, a nice guy and a talented pastor.  But he has a secondary calling.  He is trained as a blacksmith, 
and Corey runs a ministry called Disruptive Disciple Blacksmithing.  You can look him up on the internet 
if you want to at https://disruptivedisciples.com.  Corey turns guns into garden tools and jewelry.  That 
is part of his ministry.  Taken directly from Isaiah 2, he literally beats weapons of violence into tools of 
peacetime.  You can buy stuff at his website and all the proceeds that he raises there go to charities.  
Now, I’ve got nothing against a hunting rifle used to feed a family.  But I’m tired and angry of public 
shootings – in schools, in houses of worship, in night clubs and theaters and shopping centers.  I’m sick 
of hearing about shooting between gangs on the news.  I’m infuriated every time another life is cut 
short senselessly.  So I’m moved by the imagery of transformation and peacemaking that Corey gives 
to the world.  It shouldn’t be a novelty. 

Years ago, Reader’s Digest ran a touching story about the Markovitz family of Pennsylvania, 
who lit a menorah each year and placed it in the window of their house.  It stood out in contrast to all 
the Christmas decorations in the windows of their neighbors.  One year, vandals broke the front 
window of the Markovitz home, the window that held the menorah, and the Markovitz family was 
understandably shaken by the senseless hatred of this act.  After the window had been repaired, they 
left to spend the day with their family.  That evening, the Markovitzes returned home to find almost 
every house in the neighborhood had a lit menorah in its front window, as if to say: "If you break their 
windows, you will have to break ours." [from A New Light" John Fitzgerald, Boston Herald, "Reasons to Believe", 

Reader's Digest, Dec. 2003, pp. 120-122; as used in “Swords Into Plowshares” by King Duncan, https://sermons.com.]  

In the final book of J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings series, Sam and Frodo at last destroy 
the One Ring, which triggers a volcanic explosion from Mount Doom, and they are stranded on an 
outcrop of rock as fire and lava close in around them.  Later, they awaken, believing all has been lost, 
only to discover they’re safe and surrounded by friends.  Sam sees Gandalf, who was supposedly killed 
by a Balrog of Moria, and gasps ‘Gandalf! I thought you were dead! But then I thought I was dead 
myself. Is everything sad going to come untrue? What’s happened to the world?’ 

‘A great Shadow has departed,’ said Gandalf, and then he laughed, and the sound was like 
music, or like water in a parched land…” [from https://tollelege.net/2015/02/20/is-everything-sad-going-to-come-

untrue-by-j-r-r-tolkien/].   
Everything sad is going to come untrue.  There’s a vision for us.  I wish it were here now.  This 

morning, we heard Dr. Miller sing beautiful words of John Denver:   
 

So you speak to me of sadness and the coming of the winter, 
The fear that is within you now that seems to never end, 

And the dreams that have escaped you and the hope that you've forgotten… 
[from “Rhymes and Reasons” by John Denver, https://songmeanings.com/songs/view/9318/] 

 
Advent is for all those for whom the sadness isn’t yet untrue; all those who dread the coming of 

the winter, all who battle the fear within, all who know that dreams have escaped us and hope is 
sometimes forgotten.  Advent is for all those who feel the darkening days like a weight in their spirits 
and their bodies.  I like the way King Duncan says it:  “If Christmas is the season of childhood, Advent is 
the season of maturity.  When we are young, it is easy to believe in the magic of Christmas and the 
fairytale that "they lived happily ever after."  With the passing of time we find it much more difficult to 



 4 

sustain such blind optimism.  Thankfully for us, the death of blind optimism is the birth of Christian 
hope.  [adapted from “A Time for Hope” by King Duncan, https://sermons.com.]   

Christian hope doesn’t pretend that there’s no sadness, that the winter isn’t coming.  Christian 
hope acknowledges the fear, the broken hearts and forgotten dreams.  But it also boldly declares that 
what you see is not what will be.  Now as I noted earlier, I don’t know the when, where, what, or why. 
But I know the who.  And I know that while the world constantly tells us to only believe what we can 
see, scripture reminds us that there are some things we must believe in order to see.  Which is why 
Isaiah paints a hopeful picture for people in exile from the homeland, and its why that picture is still so 
moving to us.  This first Sunday in Advent, I invite you to find hope again – not blind hope, not ignorant 
hope, not anemic hope – but visionary hope, faithful hope, robust hope.  I invite you to hope again that 
healing between us and God and amongst humankind is possible.  I invite you to hope again that our 
world can be more Christlike.  I invite you to hope again, not because we can see it or prove it or verify 
it, but because such hope is life-giving.  ‘A great Shadow has departed,’ said Gandalf, and then he 
laughed, and the sound was like music.  And the song that I am singing is a prayer to non-believers:  
come and stand beside us, and we can find a better way.  Amen. 


