
Sir Nicholas Henderson was the 
British ambassador to the United 
States at one time. During the 
height of the Cold War Sir Nicolas 
was interviewed by the 
Washington Post. The question 
was for a features story on 
ambassadors asking them, “What 
do you want for Christmas?” Sir 
Nicolas in typical British fashion 
was a master of reserve and 
understatement, and not wanting 
to appear greedy but wanting also 
to be truthful, he replied to the 
reporter that all he really wanted 
for Christmas was a jar of fruit 
preserved in ginger, like you could 
get from Harrod’s. A few days later 
the Washington Post’s Christmas 
feature article described in detail 
what the diplomatic corps hoed for 
for Christmas: the Russian 
ambassador hoped for peace and 
goodwill; the Swiss ambassador 
hoped for genuine disarmament 
around the world; the Spanish 
ambassador hoped for Gibraltar to 
be given back; the Israeli 
ambassador hoped for peace in 
the Middle East; and so on and so 
forth. Sir Nicolas, the British 
ambassador, was hoping for a jar 
of preserved fruit.  While his hope 1

was certainly practical and even 
attainable. It was small hope. Not 
the kind of Christian hope we talk 
about to begin the Advent season. 
Not the risky hope Isaiah writes 
about. Sometimes we don’t hope 
enough. 

Hope isn’t just something for the 
future. When we are talking about 
the kind of hope we hope for at 
Advent- this season of preparation 
for Christmas. We are talking 
about a hope that invades our 
present. It’s a hope that shapes us 
now. Isaiah is hopeful for God. But, 
not in an optimistic pie in the sky 
kind of way. Isaiah is asking God 
to act now. This pesky prophet 
wonders aloud in God’s presence, 
“How long will you be angry at us? 
If you were more present to us 
wouldn’t we be more faithful then 
you less angry at us? Is there any 
hope?” He seems to answer his 
own question— “Still, God, you are 
our Father. We’re the clay and 
you’re our potter: All of us are what 
you made us.” The kind of hope 
we talk about today isn’t meant to 
be one that skips over the 
brokenness of our world. This is 
something different. It’s hope that 
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recognizes the need for more than 
preserved fruit; it’s hope that is 
more than optimism. It’s hope that 
even now God tears open the 
heavens and is present to us in the 
midst of the craziness of our lives. 

Hope is so closely tied to time. We 
are time bound creatures. Long 
waits make us anxious and 
surprises catch us off guard. Time 
is fickle, at least, our perception of 
it is. Our understanding of time has 
a lot to do with our experiences 
and environment. Think about it: 
How long did it take you after you 
got out of school to stop thinking 
about what you’re going to do on 
Spring Break? Or to stop thinking 
of the year in terms of Fall and 
spring semester? The way we 
understand and tell time effects us. 
Think about it. We might ask 
ourselves, “Is God faithful to me? 
I’ve been praying for an answer to 
something all week, but I haven’t 
perceived any kind of answer.” If 
only God would tear open the 
skies and let me know. How long is 
too long to wait for God? 

A man is praying to God. “Lord,” he 
prays, “I would like to ask you a 
question.” The Lord responds, “No 
problem. Go ahead.” “Lord, is it 
true that a million years to you is 
but a second?” “Yes, that is true.” 

“Well, then, what is a million 
dollars to you?” “A million dollars to 
me is but a penny.” “Ah, then, 
Lord,” says the man, “may I have a 
penny?” “Sure,” says the Lord. 
“Just a second.” 

Time means a little something 
different to each of us.

You know the story of the snail 
who was mugged by two turtles. 
When the police asked him what 
happened, he said, “I don’t know. It 
all happened so fast.” 

If our telling of time is in some way 
relative we need to make time part 
of our spiritual experience. Time 
has the prophet Isaiah worried. In 
Isaiah 64 we hear the longing of 
the prophet for God to rip open the 
heavens and come down. Before 
time, for all time, God has been the 
one true God. What about now?! 
Advent is also about what will be 
now. Part of the reason for Advent 
and the seasons of the church 
year is to recast our calendar in 
light of the story of Jesus. It’s to tell 
time through Christ’s own story. 
And not just the story of his life but 
the larger story of God and God’s 
people— the way God comes to us 
in the Christ and the way God 
keeps coming to us through the 
grace of the Spirit today. 
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Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, 
Lent, Easter, Pentecost, Ordinary 
Time— these are meant to shape 
our imagination and our 
conception of time. 

We tend to think of time as linear. 
But, Jesus’ own life teaches us 
something different. We tend to 
think that Christian faith is the 
product of history: that it relies on 
what has come before. But what if 
this view was turned upside down? 
What if the future, instead of the 
past, determined the meaning of 
Christian faith, even the meaning 
of this world and its life? What if 
you saw yourself as who God is 
creating you to be in the end— 
who you will be with God in the 
coming of God’s Kingdom instead 
of the sum of your past or the sum 
of your DNA? In some way this is 
the message of advent. That we 
start at the ending. As we 
anticipate Christ’s coming we find 
him with us already. It’s as if the 
future invades our present… 
which, in a way, is exactly what 
happens to Jesus when he was 
raised to new life. The time is 
coming… the kingdom is coming… 
but we have to be ready to live in 
the moment so that when God’s 
future invades our present moment  
we will receive the gifts of God’s 

presence. Hope for now; and hope 
for later. 

There are over a 1000 broken 
instruments owned by the The 
School District of Philadelphia that 
cannot be played because they are 
broken and there’s no budget to fix 
them. So, the Philadelphia 
Orchestra, Temple University, and 
partners from across the city have 
put together a project they call 
Symphony for a Broken Orchestra. 
They collected all these broken 
school instruments and made 
recordings of artists playing the 
instruments. They handed the 
recordings of each of the 
instruments to Pulitzer Prize 
winning composer David Lang. 
Lang’s goal is to compose a piece 
of music for these broken 
instruments. He says, “To put 
together a melody line with all 
these broken instruments is going 
to be wild, it’s going to be full of 
texture. Filled with this inherent 
disagreement about what people 
can do.” For now the hope is to put 
these broken instruments together 
into a new symphony. To take their 
present voice, as muffled, squeaky 
or rattly as it may be, and create 
something beautiful amid the 
brokenness. But, there’s a larger 
hope too. People throughout the 
city are sponsoring these 
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instruments. They are raising 
money so that after this Symphony 
of the Broken Instruments these 
instruments can be fixed (made 
new again) and then returned to 
children in schools. Hope for now 
in the brokenness. And hope for 
later too. This is what it means to 
make space in the now for 
something that lasts. 

A university professor went to a 
Zen master to ask him about Zen. 
Nan-in, the Zen master, served 
him tea. He poured his visitor’s 
cup full, and then kept pouring. 
The professor watched the 
overflow until he couldn’t restrain 
himself anymore. “It’s full! No 
more! Stop! No more tea can fit!” 
Nan-in said, “You are full of your 
own opinions and speculations. 
How can I teach you Zen unless 
you first empty your cup?”

If you already know what 
Christmas is about what has God 
to teach you this year? If you don’t 
have time to step away from the 
feast and consider the bounty 
before you, will you notice that 
God sits with you? If you don’t 
make time to sit in the present 
moment because you are too 
focused on a Christmas 15 years 
ago how will you make room for 
the Christ child today? If you are 

looking at the ground, how will you 
notice God ripping open the 
heavens to come to you now? 

The question for us to face this 
Advent and really every Christmas 
time is, “What if we lived as if 
Jesus were really about to born 
this year?” 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