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Seraphina was three years old. Getting ready for bed, she wanted the hall
light, nightlight, and a candle to “stay on.” “I didn’t know you were afraid of
the dark?

"Mommy, “she said, "I'm not afraid of the dark, I am afraid of what’s hiding
init.”

Light and darkness, despair and hope—these are interconnected in Advent.
Like our Wednesday, this four-week series will focus on the People of the
season. Pastor Jon will look at Herod, Mary and Joesph, the shepherds, but
Sunday’s we'll explore less expected characters. Today is Isaiah. Later when
you look at the lectionary, you'll realize that the traditional text for this Sunday
is about the Apocalypse. Not again what you might associate with Hope.

My nephew Jonas is now 17. I'm biased, but I think he’s an exceptional young
man. "A”’s in Honors and Scholars, football player, helps First Church with AV,
works at Super Burrito, and works out daily. As a young boy, Jonas loved his
Legos. He loved to talk about what he’d built in the giant city sprawled across
the carpet, or what you could do and build with them.

I learned about LEGO Mindstorms Robots. You put them together, link
them to your laptop, and download commands to the robot. You turn off all
the lights and move a flashlight around the room. The robot follows the light!
Occasionally, the robot “loses” the light. It just keeps going in whatever
direction it was pointed until it runs into a wall. You have to go find it and use
the flashlight to set it on its path again.

In the northern hemisphere this time of year is characterized, in part, by
darkness. We just adjusted to the time change, giving us more light in the
mornings. In a few weeks it will be the longest night of the year.

That'’s part of what makes Isaiah 9 an appropriate text for this Sunday. It
too, after all, begins in darkness. It's not just that the prophet speaks of the
people who are “walking in darkness” (2). It's also that God promises to
plunge the Israelites into at least figurative darkness as a response to their
spiritual adultery (8:19-20). In fact, the prophet speaks of darkness not
once but four times in just four short verses (8:21-9:2).



When Isaiah speaks these words, it is probably about the 9t century B.C.
It's a dark time for Judah. On commentary explains "The gluttonous Assyrian
Empire has already devoured the ten tribes of Israel and scattered its
people. The surviving two tribes in Judah constantly fret that they’re the
next course on Assyria’s menu. In light of such a threat, even a new day’s
dawn can feel like darkness.

Isaiah 9’s images of life in that darkness are chilling. They describe threat,
oppression, and violence. The prophet speaks of life in darkness as “living in
the land of the shadow of death” (2). He also refers to “the yoke that
burdens them, the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor”
(4). What's more, Isaiah mentions a “warrior’s boot used in battle [and a] ...
garment rolled in blood” (5).

But that’s all stuff of the past, right? Words yearning towards days of peace
make more sense then, not images characterizing life in the 215t century.
And if they do—isn’t it something far off and removed? They might describe
some of the tyrants and oppressive governments that make so many people
SO miserable.

Yet as Craig Barnes notes, darkness plagues even the middle- and upper-
class people whom we teach and preach to. Darkness, he says, “Is what our
newspapers describe. It is what the lab report depicts when it finds a disease
in our body. Darkness is what many young adults feel about their economic
prospects, and it is what remains in our hearts after we have been hurt.”

We do what we can to try to chase the darkness away. We elect new
politicians and send soldiers to chase despots off their thrones. We hire more
officers and build larger prisons to try control the violence that stalks our
neighborhood. We do what we can to scatter it. Yet many of us have a
growing sense that only someone or something outside of ourselves will
finally be able to chase away the gloom in which we live.

Thankfully, then, Isaiah speaks a word of dazzling light into Israel’s and
every other darkness that has plagued our world. The Prophet sings and
praise song on behalf of the people thanking God for gracious actions.

I read this week that Advent speaks of past, present, and future. Modern
translators believe the prophet uses a curious combination of verb tenses to
describe God'’s grace. Some are in past tense. For example, the prophet
says, in verse 3, “You have enlarged the nation and increased their joy”
(italics added). “You have shattered the yoke that burdens them, the bar
across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor” (4).



Several years ago, my best friend Jennifer, who loves “creating experiences”
for friends, took me to “Dining in the Dark.” Five course meal. Fancy hotel.
Specially trained waitstaff help you to your table and instruct you from
holding your stemless glasses to locating the salad fork—in a pitch-black
room. I mean dark, dark. It was an uncomfortable experience. It was
supposed to heighten your sense of taste and make you more present to the
food but really, we just spent most of it in nervous giggles. “Keep talking so
I know where you are,” she quipped. I reached across the table, knocking
over the breadbasket, and grabbed her hand.

Even if I could not see her, I knew Jen was there.

In other cases, translators the prophet in the present tense. For example:
“To us a child is born, to us a son is given” (italics added - v.5). In still other
cases the prophet seems to speak in the future --"The government will be on
his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor” (6).

Those who preach and teach Isaiah 9 should at least acknowledge this
unusual mixture of verb tenses. Yet perhaps we need to say little more than
biblical scholar Terrence Fretheim'’s, Isaiah’s “confidence related to the
future is grounded in the divine action of the past.”

In 1976, my parents went to Ireland for the World Methodist Conference. She
writes: We stayed with other delegates in a hotel several miles outside of
Dublin. We rode a bus to the Conference and back each day. On the last
Saturday of the Conference, several of us stayed later in the city. Then we
boarded the bus as usual. Suddenly it stopped in what seemed the middle of
nowhere. “This is as far as I go at this time on Saturday,” the driver said. “You
need to walk the rest of the way.” He added, “Don’t worry. It’s only about a
mile ahead. Just start walking.” He drove away.

We stood there bewildered looking at one another. It was very dark—
there were no streetlights. We couldn’t see any houses. We had no idea
exactly where we were. Someone got out a small flashlight. We started
walking. Every now and then we were startled by a car rushing past on the
road. It was obvious they couldn’t see us. We couldn’t see anything but the
small circle of light in front of us.

It was no pun to say we “walked by faith.” The driver’s word was all we
had. “You’ll see the light.” Would we? We wondered and kept on walking. We
were anxious and afraid. What if we got lost? What if we went down the wrong
road? What if a car hit us? What if he’d truly stranded us?

It seemed like hours. Then we saw it. A light shining in the distance. It
was the hotel. We walked faster. We were safe.



We must remember we read Isaiah through “Jesus eyes.” We know what
happens next. He proclaims this coming without an idea of what it will look
like. He insists, “To us child is born.” Isaiah gives this tiny transformer a
number of names: “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father,
Prince of Peace” (6). We know its Jesus—died, risen, to come again.

I close with this poem by Jan Richardson

I cannot tell you
how the light comes.

What | know

is that it is more ancient
than imagining.
That it travels
across an astounding expanse
to reach us.

That it loves
searching out
what is hidden

what is lost

what is forgotten
or in peril
or in pain.
the hand,
the heart.

That it works its way
into the deepest dark
that enfolds you,
though it may seem
long ages in coming
or arrive in a shape
you did not foresee.

I cannot tell you
how the light comes,
but that it does.
That it will.

No matter how dark, no matter how difficult, wrong, or un-promising
the road we’re on may be—God’s Light is waiting for us. God’s love is always
with us. That’s Advent’s HOPE. In faith we claim it. Amen.



