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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen. 

There is something both helpful and also challenging about being a person for whom words and phrases resonate, sort of eternally.  For example, I remember very clearly a paper I wrote during seminary, from which I have locked into the idea that there is a difference between expectation and hope.  This week, after having titled our sermon before writing it, I began to think about another difference we might note.  Maybe, I wonder, expectations are human and hope is of God.  I hope we might come back to this idea together, as it is not fully developed in my own understanding, but I think it bears mentioning.  We may also consider that when we are hopeful, the difference is a bit of Spirit in us.  Expectations often lead to disappointment, don’t they, whereas hope “springs eternal,” as Alexander Pope wrote.  Hope is a part of the challenging part of our lives of faith, because it often is connected to “things unseen,” and we sure want clarity and we sure want immediacy, don’t we.    

I imagine we have all been there at some point, waiting for something good, something promised, and in waiting sometimes we feel our hope slowly erode.  Maybe it was a job we thought we had, a relationship we thought would last, or a cure we prayed for. It is in those moments of prolonged waiting, that a quiet, seemingly pragmatic question begins to form in our minds: "Should we lower our expectations?"

It’s a question that is born out of fatigue. We want to protect ourselves from the pain of disappointment. The world often tells us that high expectations are a setup for failure. "Be realistic," they say.  I have a friend with whom I have had disagreement more than once, and sometimes intensely.  I more than once asked during a frustrating conversation if he could please stop being so very negative.  His response was to say that he was not negative, only realistic.  I have come to understand that this supposed realism is, at least to me, an understanding that leaves no room for hope; that leaves no room for God’s working in the realm of human practicality.  And we aren’t the first to struggle with hope and expectation, and this morning’s texts share a bit about different responses to the difficulty of waiting for the fulfillment of these kinds of thoughts and feelings.

The people in Isaiah’s time sure knew about deferred hope. They were in exile; they were in a spiritual and physical wilderness, so that the prophet speaks to a community that has been fighting discouragement.  I wonder what they thought when they heard him proclaim, "The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad; the desert shall rejoice and blossom."  That is not just a little promise; it is not a modest promise. It is an outlandish one. It’s a vision of total transformation: the parched earth becoming a pool, the thirsty ground springs of water.  Isaiah’s message is a direct antidote to low expectations. He commands people to prepare for the extraordinary: "Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees. Say to those who have an anxious heart, ‘Be strong; fear not! Behold, your God will come with vengeance, with the recompense of God. He will come and save you’." 

The prophet isn’t asking them to brace themselves for a little improvement; he is telling them to brace themselves for what we call salvation. The wilderness will rejoice. The blind will see. The lame will leap.  Isaiah sets the expectation bar really, really high. Isaiah promises a "Highway of Holiness" leading home.  Then, centuries later, we find a second scene of discouragement, a second scene of what can feel like hopeless waiting. The expectation of the Messiah, the fulfillment of Isaiah’s promise, was at its peak.  Everybody was talking about it.  Enter John the Baptist. He is languishing in prison, facing execution. This man, whom I often think of as the locust eating, sandal wearing one, the voice crying in the wilderness, the one who baptized Jesus and saw the Spirit descend like a dove.  John was certain Jesus was the One.  Yet, while he is in his prison cell, John sends a message to him and it is one of doubt: "Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  Remember, it is centuries that they have been waiting.

Even the strongest among us experience a crisis of expectation when the reality we bump into contradicts the promise. John’s life did not look like the flourishing desert that Isaiah had promised. For John, it looked like a dark, damp prison cell. He was tired; tired of waiting. He was tired of asking the very question we are: "Is this it? Did we aim too high?"

Jesus' response to John’s messengers—to us—is critical. He doesn't offer a theological debate; he doesn’t offer a philosophical reassurance. He simply points to the evidence, echoing Isaiah’s prophecy. Maybe you heard that . . . "Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them."  Jesus essentially says, "Don't focus on the fact that I haven't overthrown the Roman Empire yet, okay John. Look at what God is doing right now. The wilderness is blossoming in human lives."

The work of God can be quiet, can happen at the margins—healing one person at a time.  It can be bringing hope to the marginalized. Kin-dom work is real, tangible progress, even if it doesn't fit our grand or immediate timeline of total victory.  I don’t know how many of you woke to hear the news, again, to know of dozens of people killed—here, at Brown University, and in Australia while faithful Jews were celebrating Hannukah.  I am reminded of an occasion where, in the face of rampant gun violence, we might throw our hands up. With my friend Nacole here today, I am reminded of another occasion when we might have given up; when you and others in the Maine Gun Safety Coalition might have given up.  Others hopeful for sensible legislation for gun safety had brought this forward to the legislature and it was foiled.  All those of us who wish for an end to gun violence could have thrown up our hands, frustrated to the point of giving up.  When the movement to have four measures passed through the legislature did not yield the hoped for result, we might have stopped and said, “I guess that’s it now.”  Nacole and her amazing team worked instead to have a citizen-led ballot measure.  And hope met renewed energy and persistence, and we all had the opportunity to vote last November to have an Extreme Risk Protection Order in place, so that concerned families could work with our legal system to protect their loved ones and others from gun violence.  

Then, we wake up this morning and could get frustrated again, and say, “I guess that’s it.”  When our expectations are frustrated, the temptation can be to give up hope, but I wonder if you also are now thinking of times when persistence countered disappointment, on a personal or public level.  I wonder if you can think of another time, too, when patience was rewarded with change.  I’m going to leave that hanging out there a bit, because I hope you will continue to think about this and maybe to talk about it.  So, should we lower our expectations?  No. We should redefine them. We are called to hold the tension between the "already" when Christ has come, and the "not yet," when God’s peace will be fulfilled entirely.

  We already see evidence of God’s kin-dom in acts of healing, justice, and compassion all around us; it is there. We are called to participate in what we may think of as quiet transformation.  We are called to keep our eyes open for examples of the blind receiving sight.  But we also live for the "not yet"—the grand culmination of Isaiah's vision, the "Highway of Holiness" where all tears are wiped away and suffering ends.  The danger is not in having high expectations; the danger is expecting the entire promise to be fulfilled today, in our way, on our terms. When we do that, we get weary and cynical, like John in his prison cell, forgetting the miracles happening around us.  So, it is in hope, that we keep our expectations high for the ultimate promise of God's salvation. But maybe we ought to be lowering our impatience. Engage in the good work, maybe even the “good trouble” before you now.  Find joy in the small blossoms if the wilderness that we do see, and never stop expecting God to show up.  Never stop expecting God to show up.  We live in that hope.  This is my prayer for all of us.  Amen
