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“Better Days”

Isaiah 9:1-6
One of the best known sayings about hope is attributed to Alexander Pope: “Hope springs eternal in the human breast, man never is, but always is to be blessed.” Think with me about that saying. Is it the saying of an optimist, a pessimist or a pragmatist? The first part of the saying, the part that is quoted the most, sounds optimistic – we never seem to lose hope. This kind of hope is the force that gets fans of the Seattle Mariners to believe they will return to their former greatness and be contenders next year! Well, okay, maybe within the next couple of years. The latter part of Pope’s saying, the part which says people never seem to find their blessing in the real world of the present, sounds much more pessimistic. But on the other hand, maybe it’s just describing the way things often are – what we hope for never seems to happen in exactly the way we hoped for it.  
The title of my sermon today actually comes from a popular song by a rock group who call themselves “Goo Goo Dolls.” Yeah, I know – rock groups often have strange names! Johnny Rzeznik, the lead singer and songwriter says that the song was originally written as a Christmas holiday song, but one with a message about the state of the world. The impact of that message changed with Hurricane Katrina as the song was used by CNN during the channel’s coverage of Hurricane Katrina and its subsequent relief campaign. 
The lyrics say…
“And you ask me what I want this year

And I try to make this kind and clear

Just a chance that maybe we’ll find better days
Cuz I don’t need boxes wrapped in strings

And desire and love and empty things

Just a chance that maybe we’ll find better days…”

In many ways, Christmas has from the beginning been about better days. We really don’t know when Christ was born. They didn’t keep records of such things at that time. It is unlikely that he was born on December 25th, since the story of the shepherds assumes a time when shepherds would have their sheep out in the field, and that would not have been the case in Israel on December 25th. It is likely that the day was chosen to coincide with a Pagan festival celebrating the rebirth of the sun. It comes at a time when the nights are longest and the days are shortest. But from that time on the days get longer and longer. Light re-enters the world. A darkened time of the year sees “better days.”

The wish for better days is probably something people have had throughout time. The Scripture I chose for my message for today most certainly expresses such a longing: “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them has light shined.”   The passage was written at a time when the nation of Israel was at their lowest point. They had been exiled in Babylonia. The Davidic line of kings had seemingly died out, and they had not seen the holy city of Jerusalem in many years. They had fallen to this point because a devastating war with the most powerful country of the day, a war that had killed off so many of their young men and women that returning to that city and rebuilding it seemed like a hopeless fantasy. But into these times came Isaiah, speaking of light for their darkness and peace for their war-torn spirits:

“For all the boots of the tramping warriors


And all the garments rolled in blood



Shall be burned as fuel for the fire.


For a child has been born for us,



A son given to us; 



Authority rests upon his shoulders;
            
And he is named


Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

Hope through a child. That hope didn’t come to fruition for a while, though. If we look at it most literally, the nation didn’t escape their exile for years after the pronouncement by Isaiah. And if we look at the full realization of this promise, the one fulfilled by the coming of the Christ child to bring light to the world, that took nearly 600 years! It’s a good thing indeed that “Hope springs eternal in the human breast”!

We are also a country in hope of “better days.” No, we have not had a foreign invasion in the traditional sense. But the security of our world and our well-being has certainly been invaded. Many in our community are out of work, and many others have businesses which have slowed to a crawl in this economy. Our national leaders cannot agree on a direction on reducing our debt, financial problems in Greece have repeatedly rocked our stock market, and we remain embroiled in a war in Afghanistan which seems to have no end.  

So as we enter Advent season, a season of expectation and hope, dare we hope again? Dare we believe that the blessings we hope for –whatever they might be – might really come?

Let me start with one foundational principle: hope for better days must rest first and foremost on faith in God as the source of this blessing. If we rest our hope on human help alone, we will end up disappointed.  Author Kurt Vonnegut was one who once put his hope in human scientific learning.  He told a graduating class a number of years ago:  “I used to be an optimist.  This was during my boyhood in Indianapolis.  My brother Bernard was on his way to becoming an important scientist…He made me very enthusiastic about science for a while.  I thought scientists were going to find out exactly how everything worked, and then make it work better.  I fully expected that by the time I was twenty-one, some scientist, maybe my brother, would have taken a color photograph of God – and sold it to Popular Mechanics magazine.  Scientific truth was going to make us so happy and comfortable.  What actually happened when I was twenty-one was that we dropped scientific truth on Hiroshima.  We killed everybody there.  And I had just come from being a prisoner of war in Dresden, which I’d seen burned to the ground.  And the world was just learning how ghastly the German extermination camps had been.” 
Vonnegut went on to write that the experience turned him into a pessimist. That’s unfortunate. Because the problem was not in being hopeful; the problem was in basing his hope on the wrong foundation. Science is a wonderful tool. Human learning and intelligence is a great gift that God has given us to use. But, unaided, it cannot be the basis for our hope.
Isaiah presents his vision of hope for the future as based on a special child given to us by God. Christian tradition affirms the birth of Christ was the fulfillment of that vision, one which God gave to us to bring us hope and make a difference in our world. I like Longfellow’s reaction to this question of holding onto hope, and God’s role in it all. In the hymn we will sing later, at first he hesitates to hope: “And in despair, I bowed my head: ‘There is no peace on earth,’ I said, ‘for hate is strong, and mocks the song of peace on earth, good will to men.’” But then he refocuses on God and how God works in the world: “Yet, pealed the bells more loud and deep: ‘God is not dead, nor doth he sleep; the wrong shall fail, the right prevail, with peace on earth, good will to men.”  
Paul writes in Romans 8:24-25, “For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.” That’s the hope Longfellow saw and proclaimed in this hymn. 
But for hope to be real, we must also be able to see the blessings when they do come. Part of the problem that results in the idea of Pope that “man never is, but always is to be blessed,” is we fail to recognize what we have as a blessing. The real blessing we need is always what we do not yet have. 
Let’s think a little about the proclaimers of hope we have mentioned: Isaiah the prophet, Alexander Pope and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Isaiah spoke at a time when his people were slaves in a foreign land. He saw hope though the birth of a child, but most families had children who died either in the process of birth or shortly thereafter. War was almost a constant, and it wasn’t war in some far off land, where most people didn’t see and experience it. It was war that was all around them. 

Alexander Pope wrote in the Seventeenth Century. It was a time when different faiths and denominations did not have ecumenical services like we had last Wednesday– they fought wars with each other. Pope was a Catholic at a time when Catholics were heavily persecuted. Also, from the age of 12 he suffered numerous health problems, such as a form of tuberculosis which deformed his body and stunted his growth, leaving him a severe hunchback.  His tuberculosis infection caused other health problems including respiratory difficulties, high fevers, inflamed eyes, and abdominal pain. He never grew beyond 4 feet, 6 inches tall. 
Longfellow didn’t have those health difficulties or troubles – but his family did. His first wife died of a miscarriage when he was just 28 years old. His second wife died when her dress caught fire, and a favorite sister died at age 20 of TB. Life expectancy for a person born at that time was 38 for a man and 40 for a woman.

If these three men, Isaiah the prophet, Alexander Pope and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, were to suddenly be magically transported into our country today, even in the midst of our recession, what would it say to them about their hope for “better days”? My suspicion is that they would see the diseases that have been conquered, the medical advances that have made childbirth a much safer process, and the material abundance we have all around us, and they would think they had been transported right into the kingdom of God!  

If we never open our eyes to the blessings which have already come, we also won’t see them when they come in “better days.” 
There is one more thing I want to say about this process of hoping for better days, and it’s this: if we just hope and never act on our hope, then it’s all about fantasy and daydreams! Hoping for better days has to mean acting to bring better days. It means letting the God of all hope act through you. So, in fact, that’s the kind of gifts we need to be giving each other this holiday season. How should we celebrate the birth of a Savior who came to be a wonderful counselor and Prince of Peace to our world? With “boxes wrapped in strings” or “desire and love and empty things”? Or by doing our part to bring better days to people around us? -- working for peace? – helping with our friends in Tent City? – buying presents for children in low-income families? 

We are called to be a people of hope. Let’s act on that hope this Advent season!   
