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1st Sunday of Advent 2013  
14th Sunday after the Holy Cross 

Today on the 1st Sunday of Advent, as we enter a time of anticipation and hope, Today 

as we continue our Advent journey towards Christmas I would like to reflect for 

short while on the nature of Christian hope, because I think that hope is something 

which is simultaneously at the heart of Christian faith and of Advent,  but which we often 

don’t  think about very much.  It seems likely, however, that ever since the Neanderthals 

began to bury their dead in a fetal position (significant of new birth) and coloured with 

red ochre (significant of blood and new life), there has been some sense of hope that 

we human beings have had, some intuition that life is not futile and that death is not the 

last word in relation to either our human destiny or to the destiny of this world.  

 

Today, all the readings are rooted in this primal, fundamental intuition of hope: “In the 

days to come,” the political prophet Isaiah wrote, “the mountain of the LORD’s house 

shall be established as the highest mountain and raised above the hills.  All nations 

shall stream toward it.”  “You know the time;” St. Paul wrote to the Church in Rome, “it is 

the hour now for you to awake from sleep. For our salvation is nearer now than when 

we first believed; the night is advanced, the day is at hand.”  “Stay awake!”, Jesus tells 

his disciples, “ For you do not know on which day your Lord will come. Be sure of this: if 

the master of the house had known the hour of night when the thief was coming, he 

would have stayed awake and not let his house be broken into. So too, you also must 

be prepared, for at an hour you do not expect, the Son of Man will come.”  All of these 

texts are about hope, about not living as if today is the last word and the final destiny. In 
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today’s gospel reading, we heard the story of the blind beggar, a man who dared 

to hope that someone, some traveling rabbi, might be able to somehow undo the 

situation in which he had been caught, who might be able to heal his blindness, 

who might be able to give him back his life.  Why in the world would he think 

such a thing?  Why in the world would he cry out, “Jesus, Son of David, have 

mercy on me?”  How could he dare to answer Jesus’ question, “What do you 

want me to do?” with the words, “Let me recover my sight?”  How could a blind 

man summon up enough courage to hope that what he was presently 

experiencing was not the final word? 

 

Hope, of course, has to be carefully distinguished, on the one hand, from mere 

optimism in the future, which springs from some prediction or guess or extrapolation of 

our present life into the future as if it were simply a continuation of what we already 

know but just better.  Nor, on the other hand, is hope simply wishful thinking, unlimited 

possibilities of what the future may bring, that may have little or nothing not do with the 

present reality.  Real hope, true hope is rooted somehow in what we already know, in 

what has already been inaugurated and what we see as possible, but it is also always 

something new, something still coming into being, something not yet here, something, in 

other words, that has given us a sense that what we currently have is not finished, is not 

complete, is not all there is to be.   

 

We all, at times, of course, may be tempted to accept that the present is indeed all that 

there is and all that there can be, and then try to live like an ocean clam whose horizons 
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are no wider than his shell and who is perfectly happy to live within the confines of the 

immediate, within the confines of what currently is.  The clam has no hope.  There is 

certainly no denying that this approach to life has exercised a certain power in our own 

age when all faiths, both religious and secular, seem to have exhausted themselves.  

The only problem with this is that it is just as difficult to live in this way as to live with 

some sense of religious hope.  Oh, we may in a moment of depression declare our 

willingness and desire to live without what we may call “illusions” of any kind, to accept 

the workaday satisfactions that are available to us, and to moderate all our 

expectations.  But this approach to life seems difficult in the long run to maintain.   

 

Everything within us cries out for some kind of larger meaning, because without some 

sense of a larger meaning, even our everyday life shrinks to the intolerable confinement 

of a prison cell.  If every day and every achievement promises no more than the 

emptiness of all we have known up to now, why go on living?  There seems to be little 

to draw us forward.  Why not give up now since will have to give up later anyway, with 

just as little to show for our efforts?  The only possibility of sustaining a stance of living 

without hope is that we manage to suppress the questions of meaning and of why we 

should go on living.  The prospect of life completely drained of any illumination, of any 

meaning, of any of what we Christians call “redemption” coming from the future, is a 

crushing realization, and there are very few people, I think, who can consistently sustain 

such a prospect for very long.  We are creatures who, in order to live well, somehow 

need to live with a sense that the present is not all that there is and all that there can be. 
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There certainly can be seasons of deep and troubling perplexity, times when order in 

our lives seems to be gone, when we are no longer confident that we can overcome the 

challenges facing us, when things are out of control and we can’t get them fixed anytime 

soon: after a death-bring earthquake, after a phone call from the police, after an 

oncologist’s report, after a letter from the board of directors, after an explosion or a 

collapse of a building or a meltdown of nuclear power plant.  All of our previous coping 

strategies that have carried us along so far no longer seem to work.  We pray and 

intercede for others and for ourselves, but nothing seems to work.  We do all in our 

power to help those in need, but God seems well-meaning but impotent or distant or 

unwilling to help or non-existent in the face of a rising tide of pain.  What good is all this 

sentimental rhetoric about spirituality and goodness and God when death and evil seem 

to be winning by a landslide? 

 

All of this can be very, very real stuff for us, and it raises the question of how hope 

functions in our lives, if it functions at all.  And yet the very awareness of dissatisfaction, 

the very awareness of the strangeness, the bitterness, the incompleteness of this 

present life can itself be a signal, a sign, an intuition that there is more to life than what 

we currently know and experience.  While it is certainly true, as Shakespeare wrote, 

“Golden lads and lasses must, as chimney sweepers, come to dust”, there is also 

something inside of us that refuses to accept this sad restlessness at the thought of the 

incompleteness of any life lived on earth and that refuses to grant the last word to 

human finitude.    
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One of the most powerful and profound discussions of this refusal is found in the 

psychiatrist Viktor Frankl’s little book, Man’s Search for Meaning, in which he describes 

how he survived in a Nazi concentration camp.  “It is a peculiarity of human beings,” 

Frankl writes, “that we can only live by looking to the future- under the form of eternity.  

And this is our salvation in the most difficult moments of existence, although we 

sometimes have to force our minds to the task”.  We can only live by looking to the 

future.  This, I believe, is the essence, the heart, of Christian hope, of Christian faith, of  

the season of Advent, of what the prophets trusted in, of what Jesus spoke about, about 

how the early Church lived in the face of tremendous adversity.  There is something that 

we already know and already experience in life that orientates towards what is “not yet”, 

what is “still to be” that regularly keeps us from falling into despair and stops us from 

living like ocean clams, even when we are tempted to do so. 

 

In the human heart there is something that corresponds to the conviction  expressed so 

powerfully by the great 14th-century mystic, Mother Julian of Norwich, when she wrote 

that in the end “all shall be well and all manner of things shall be well”.    This is the 

intuition of hope that kept Frankl going when everything around him told him that the 

situation was hopeless in that concentration camp.  This is the intuition that is at the 

heart of the prophets’ hope in the God of Israel and of Jesus’ confidence as walked up 

the hill to Calvary.  This is the intuition that enabled that blind beggar to stand up 

and yell, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”    
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This intuition is not, I believe, just a survival technique for whistling in the dark to keep 

up our spirits.  It is an encounter with the reality within which we live, and it is rooted in  

“signals of transcendence” that are often part of everything occurrences which, when we 

stop to think about what they actually mean, point us to a profound encounter with 

reality and to living with hope.   

 

Let me conclude with a very simple example of this:  A child wakes in the night, 

frightened by a bad dream.  A parent goes to comfort the child, saying, “It’s all right.  It’s 

all right”.  Is the parent uttering a loving and comforting lie to the child about the world of 

cancer and concentration camps?  Or is the parent conveying to the child a deep 

understanding of reality- of what Mother Julian of Norwich knew-  in the end “all shall be 

well and all manner of things shall be well”.  When we begin thinking about hope, what 

we are thinking about is a profound and foundational question for how we live now: do I 

believe in God and do I trust in the ultimate faithfulness of God to me and to this world, 

or not? 
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