
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: Advent 2017 “Arrivals” 
 
Sermon Title: “Awaiting Hope” 
 
Sermon Text: Jeremiah 33:14-16 
 
Listeners Journey: I want my listener to mirror God’s choice to incarnate love despite rejection and loss in 
order to experience communion with God and others that gives us life giving hope that rises to meet and 
transcend our rejections and losses. 
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
A lyric of the Christmas Carol “O Holy Night” says “Truly he taught us to love one another, His law is love 
and His gospel is peace.”1 “Love” is Christ’s command and the bedrock of the Christian faith that 
transcends Christian religion itself. With that in mind and assuming that a person chooses the path of 
love, here is a question that I think about from time to time, and in the season of Advent: “If we had the 
ability to see the entire length of our lives right now and were able to realize how much choosing to love 
others would cost us…would we still choose the path of love anyway and, why?” 
 
The Christian season of Advent begins today. We are taking a pause from our teaching series on Paul’s 
letter to the church in Ephesus to focus on Advent. The word “Advent” means “the arrival of a person, 
thing, or event” and in Christian Tradition the four weeks leading up to Christmas is a season of reflecting 
on the arrival of God as the incarnate Christ 2,000 years ago and the promised return arrival of Christ at 
a point in the future beyond anyone’s knowledge.   
 
** 
This text is quite remarkable considering how dire things were for Jeremiah and his ancient Israelite 
community. Most everything was breaking down—their leadership was corrupt, their priests were leading 
their religion without integrity and in a way that didn’t translate to a lived faith, and the people were 
chasing after small gods and incantation forms of religion.   

 
To read today’s Scripture as if hearing it directly from Jeremiah’s mouth, or within any proximity to his 
lifetime, one would want to label him either a false prophet or simply crazy. In fact, that is exactly what 
happened in 587 BC. Jeremiah was under arrest by the order of King Zedekiah when the walls of 
Jerusalem were breached by the Babylonians and before, during and after this moment of calamity--
Jeremiah’s advice was consistently sought out and categorically ignored time and again. In the end the 
holy city of Jerusalem was sacked and its people spread throughout other lands and made subservient 
for several hundred years. 
 
Yet, when Jeremiah was alive he saw a time beyond his life and all that was crumbling around him and 
wrote: “days are coming when God would fulfill the good promise made to the people of Israel…that a 
righteous Branch from David’s line would do what is just and right in the land…and Jerusalem would be 
saved and safe again because of a promised and Righteous Savior.”  

 
This verbiage contains a lot of embedded Hebrew history that at a very simple level that a messiah would 
be born in the lineage of the most famous monarch in Israel’s history, King David. For those not familiar 
with David: he was an unusual monarch because while being deeply flawed he was also deeply spiritual, 
a gifted and courageous leader, a reformer, and oversaw a unique time of stability and growth for the 
Ancient Israelite community.    

 

																																																								
1 http://www.41051.com/xmaslyrics/oholynite.html (accessed 12-1-17) 



As Christ followers Looking back some 2,500 years we know what Jeremiah’s contemporaries did not 
know: that Jeremiah’s prophecy was right in spite of all that was wrong. Well, he was mostly right. Jesus 
did come from David’s line, and he was just and right. The holy city of Jerusalem, though, has never 
really been that safe or permanently saved for any single religious group since Jeremiah’s time.  

 
So, what are we to make of today’s Advent Scripture text? As with many passages of ancient Scripture it 
offers us one small piece of a larger puzzle and narrative. And, in this Advent it shows us that God 
chooses to incarnate love on our behalf in even the deepest moments of despair and despite rejection 
and loss to give us hope that transcends rejection and loss. 
 
** 
As absurd as all this sounds, and dangerously unrealistic as Hughes positions himself in the face of truth 
that he could witness by merely buying an airline ticket and choosing a window seat--how people and 
religious systems responded to Christ…and still respond to Christ including Christian religious systems is 
very telling and a disconnect from the simple reality of who Christ is and what he taught. It seems that at 
least once a week I meet Christians who are completely disillusioned with their Christian religious 
tradition over this matter. They read the Gospel biographies of Christ, look at their religion of origin, and 
can’t make sense of the gap between them. And, the gap is causing a crisis and exit from faith 
altogether.  

 
A recent study discusses why in the 1990’s only 6% of Americans had no religious affiliation and today 
this group has swollen to 25% of the total population, nearly 81 million people. This is now the single 
largest “religious category”. 60% of the disaffiliated said that they simply stopped believing, 32% said 
their family was never that religious when they were growing up, and 29% (representing more than 23 
million people) said it was because of negative religious teachings about or treatment of gay and lesbian 
people.2  
 
I share this because it is clear to me that Christ followers in our time have to make the very serious 
decision to choose to follow Christ inside imperfect religious systems that have and always will be 
imperfect containers. I personally have chosen to remain for many reasons including that I am bi-
vocational in the church and downtown marketplace and I see the same human problems across all 
institutions. Now, I fully acknowledge the limits of certain affiliations, and yet I am always a little leery of 
“going it alone” for fear I might devolve into something akin to Mike Hughes homemade rocket launching 
stunts.  
 
One Christian thinker, Brian McLaren, gave some brief suggestions for those seeking a new kind of 
Christianity in our time that none-the-less works from the edges of the inside of our imperfect institutions. 
 

• First, we need to process our pain, anger, and frustration with our inherited forms of church so 
that we become sweeter and better, not meaner and bitter as we seek to close the Christ gap. 
 

• Next, we need to manage our idealism because there is no such thing as a perfect church. 
 
• Third, we need to focus our circle of responsibility, which means letting go of things we can’t 

control including the decisions of others in our larger group, and focus on the things we can do 
that are right here. 

 
• And, finally, start small and celebrate small gains. McLaren points out “One of the curses of late 

modernity was the belief that unless something was big and well publicized, it didn’t count…Jesus 
spoke of tiny mustard seeds, of a little yeast in a lot of dough, of a little flock, of the greatness of 
smallness, of a secret good deed…” 

 

																																																								
2 https://www.prri.org/research/prri-rns-poll-nones-atheist-leaving-religion/ (accessed 12-2-17) 



McLaren raises excellent points because Jesus taught a great deal about what to do when rejected by 
anyone and anything, including our religion of origin, and ultimately his teaching grounds us in hope that 
reaches past the limited length and scope of our lives and our religious traditions. In the words of 20th 
century Christian Ethicist Reinhold Niebuhr:3 “Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in a lifetime; 
therefore we must be saved by hope. Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes complete sense in 
any immediate context of history; therefore we must be saved by faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, 
can be accomplished alone; therefore we are saved by love.” 
 
** 
Love saves us. But, how? And, how does love save us, or even make life better in moments of terrible 
loss? One could build a strong case that choosing to love makes life more difficult. Jeremiah promised 
that the “righteous branch from David’s line would do what is just and right in the land and they would be 
saved and live in safety.” Jesus did what was just and right, he loved completely, and in return was 
abandoned by his closest friends and crucified by his most notorious enemies. 
 
The whole narrative of Jesus proves what we must know—that choosing to love exposes us to additional 
sorrow and suffering than if we never chose to love in the first place. Just ask most people who raise 
children, those who have been cheated trying to help someone, and anyone who has loved and lost 
another human being. Love doesn’t save us from sorrow, suffering, and loss because such realities are 
woven into the human experience. Like a strand that is woven by a loom into a tapestry, loss is part of 
the fabric of what it is to be human.  
 
What love can do is transform how we experience reality and help us approach such questions as my 
opening Advent question with something as courageous as “Despite knowing the journey and where it 
leads, I embrace it and welcome every moment.” 
 
** 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 

1. What is your working definition of hope? (Personal sharing) 
 

2. Do you have an example of how you had hope against odds like the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah? 
(Exploring the text) 

 
3. “If you had the ability to see the entire length of our lives right now and were able to realize how 

much choosing to love others would cost us…would we still choose the path of love anyway and, 
why?” (Direct application) 

																																																								
3 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Irony of American History. 


