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Hope: Does it take Audacity?
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It is two o’clock in the morning, and the phone rings. The persistent ringing finally awakens you, but you are still in a sleep-induced fog. Slowly it dawns on you that the reason you woke up was that the phone was ringing. Before even answering the phone, you ask aloud, “What time is it?” Then you knock the phone off the nightstand as you try to answer it. You search on the floor in the darkness, and finally pick up the receiver, only to discover it’s a wrong number.

When the phone rings during the daylight, you never ask yourself, “What time is it?” But in the middle of the night, you can’t help but wonder what time it is and why anybody would be calling you at that time of night.

In our text for today, we use the words of Paul to prepare us for the Advent season. Paul says, “Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep.”
How do you wake up in the morning? Is there a ritual you go through? Are you the type that jumps right up and into the shower? Do you grope your way to the coffee pot first thing? How many times do you hit the snooze button for just five more minutes of sleep? Do you even need an alarm, or do you automatically wake up? Some people just open their eyes and they are fully awake. Others of us moan and groan, and slowly bring all the physical systems back on-line, and even more slowly bring the mind, the software, into functioning order. 

Someone once asked my wife, Karla, if she woke up grumpy in the morning. She replied, “No, I usually just let him sleep.” As we enter into this time of Advent, the call to us is “wake up.” The time is close.
Paul says, “The night is far gone, the day is near.” 

I find it interesting that our text for Advent deals with light and darkness during the darkest season of the year. Many of us have been complaining about the darkness, especially since we’ve come off of Daylight Savings Time and back onto Standard time. Here we are at the end of November, and it seems like the darkness is oppressive already. 

Many of us get up and go to work in the dark and come home in the dark. It is depressing, figuratively, physically, and mentally. Paul says, “You know what time it is.” Sometimes though, especially in this time of year, I’m not so sure. I get confused. But Paul reminds us that the night is far gone, the day is near. Maybe that is a good reminder for us. It is not as dark as we sometimes think it is, and the light we are waiting for is almost here. And so, in truth, we can wait with hope, and it even might seem a bit audacious.
“The Audacity of Hope.” Maybe some of you have read President Obama’s book that is so titled. I think President Obama might be finding it is easier to write about it than to enact it. But don’t you and I find the same thing? It is easier to talk about hope than to live hope.

Audacity is a good word to use with hope, even though the word itself often carries with it a negative connotation. Audacity has to do with being bold and daring, even to the point of being reckless about it. Is Paul calling us to be recklessly hopeful?
This time of year, Advent, we often hear readings from the Old Testament prophets. These four weeks before Christmas are used in the Christian calendar to help us prepare for the celebration of the birth of Christ. And so often we hear from prophets as they lived in hope of the day that the Messiah would come among them. And so we hear from:
Isaiah (11:1ff) – 
There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse…and the Spirit of the Lord shall be upon him…a little child shall lead them.

Malachi (3:1ff) – Behold, I send my messenger to prepare the way before me…he is coming, says the Lord of hosts.

Micah (5:2) – 
But you, O Bethlehem, who are little to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler of Israel.

Isaiah (9:2ff) – 
The people who have walked in darkness have seen a great light…For unto us a child is born, to us a son is given….his name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

The Hebrew people lived with the great expectancy that God’s anointed one would one day come to set the rule of God upon earth. The injustices of the past would be righted. The righteousness of God would dwell in everything. Peace would come among them. Each generation lived with the hope that their generation would see the advent of the Messiah – Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

As Christians we believe that has come to pass in the person of Jesus the Christ – Christ being the Greek word for Messiah. Jesus is the Messiah.

Paul believed that, too. In fact he had a run in with the resurrected Christ that changed his life forever. He went from a grumpy old cynic, persecuting these people who claimed Jesus to be the Messiah, to being one of Christ’s boldest proclaimers who lived with the hope of a changed world.
But here’s the problem. Nothing changed that much, at least in the outward lives of this faithful band of believers. If anything, life got harsher for them. Israel was still under the yoke of Rome. These people now called Christians were continually persecuted for claiming a Lord other than Caesar. So, what gave Paul the audacity to hope?

Well, Paul was convinced we were living in a preparation time, and that Christ would soon come again for which time we need to prepare. The grace of God was made evident in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Now is the time to put away the lives of darkness and put on the light of Christ that we might be prepared to live in Christ’s kingdom. Paul fully believed that the “night is far gone and the day is near.” He was convinced that Jesus would return, which has become the expectation of our faith. And he believed it would be during his lifetime.

And so for those of us who call ourselves Christian, Advent comes as a time not only to rehearse history and remember what the prophets have said about the coming of the Messiah, whose fruition we have seen in Jesus, but to remind ourselves that God is not finished with us yet. God is still working out God’s salvific history. Do we believe with Paul that our salvation is closer to us now than when we first believed?
Do we believe that Christ will soon come again?
Now to be perfectly honest, this theme was more prevalent in Paul in his earlier years than in the later years, and Romans represent his later writings. There was a time that Paul admonished not to change a thing, like, if you are not married, don’t get married because Christ will soon be here to consummate his kingdom. Don’t change a thing until Christ comes.
But now several years are past. And while Paul encourages the Christian community to hang tight and prepare for Christ’s arrival, for Paul that doesn’t mean sit around and do nothing. In fact the book of Romans is Paul’s intended launch pad into the far reaches of the west – i.e. Spain. His hope is after he goes to Jerusalem to present the offering from his Gentile churches, that he can go to Rome and perhaps garnish the support of the churches that have been established there for his planned ministry to Spain.

But even in the midst of his long-range ministry plan, Paul doesn’t abandon his message of urgency related to the Second Advent of Christ. Why? Because the reality of the living Christ that he experienced in his own life has filled him with the hope that the darkness we now experience will soon be past. Because, in fact, we are so close to the dawn that we can already live as though it is light. For Paul, that wasn’t audacious. He wasn’t being reckless. He was being true to the transformation that took place in his life through Christ.

I sometimes wonder, though, what might have been going on in Paul’s mind the day he died. Tradition has it that Paul was beheaded for his faith in or near Rome by Nero or at least by the city’s prefects. Convinced that Christ would come in his lifetime, was he disappointed that death came first? That he did not live to see the coming again of Christ?

It is dangerous to conjecture such things. And yet here we live 2,000 years into the future. Has anything changed? We still rehearse the history of the coming of Christ – the prophets’ predictions, Christ’s birth among us, his teachings, death, and resurrection. But what of Paul’s hope that Christ would come again? Was he just being audacious?

I don’t think so. Perhaps when Paul met his final day on earth, he might have wished things were different. But wishing is different from hoping. Wishing is an act of arbitrary whims. Hoping is a confidence placed in trusting God. I am convinced that Paul took great hope in the mystery that is God whose timing is radically different from our sense of time. I am also convinced that Paul’s hope for Christ’s second coming is as much a prayer that others will prepare a place in their lives to experience the risen Christ even as Paul experienced the risen Christ on the road to Damascus. How much more intimate can the second coming be, than the transforming power of the risen Christ in our lives.

We were at Karla’s folks’ house for Thanksgiving. Karla’s dad reminded us what he considers the most important Christmas hymn of all – O Little Town of Bethlehem. We all sort of sat there for a moment trying to figure out why he thought O Little Town of Bethlehem was the most important of the Christmas hymns when he began to recite:
How silently, how silently, the wondrous gift is given;

So God imparts to human hearts the blessings of his heaven.

No ear may hear his coming, but in this world of sin,

Where meek souls will receive him, still the dear Christ enters in.
The hope of Christ’s coming lies neither in the past nor in the future, but in the heart of the one who is prepared to receive him. Do you know what time it is? Then prepare your hearts for hope to reign.

I pray it will be true in your life and in mine.
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