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Matthew 1:18-25; 28:16-20 
November 27, 2016 (Advent 1) 
“Purveyors of Hope” 
Rev. Lou Nyiri 
 
It’s official!  We can now, begin our conversations about Christmas.   
Thanksgiving is completed and now – we can – without guilt – begin the hoping and the waiting 
that precedes Christmas.   
 
And, as faithful people, we know this is a very good thing AND something for which we are 
gratefully thankful – for we know that today begins our Advent preparations as we await the 
birth of the baby whom our Gospel – our Good News Text – calls Emmanuel – God with us! 
 
Now, if you’re like me, the excitement is going to begin soon. 
And, if you’re like me, it’s going crescendo somewhere over the next few weeks and reach a 
fevered pitch where it will begin to feel like that great comedic sketch from I Love Lucy – when 
she and Ethel are working the line on the Chocolate conveyor belt. 
It’ll feel like we’ve got it all in check until the point when someone yells “SPEED it UP!” – and 
then it will get wildly out of control…that is, if we let it. 
 
That is why we need this Season of Advent—the church calls us to remember what and why 
and who we are celebrating! 
 
We need to bookend this Christmas season the way our Gospel text writer bookends the story 
of Jesus’ birth, life, death and resurrection in our readings. 
Perhaps you caught it…? 
 
In the beginning,  the writer tells us Joseph and Mary’s story – she tells him that she is with 
child from the Holy Spirit – and her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to 
expose her to public disgrace plans to quietly get out of the marriage – however, just at the 
point he is going to leave he has a dream whereby God reveals to him “…don’t be afraid…take 
Mary to be your wife…the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit…she’s going to have a 
son…you’re going to name him Jesus…because this kid will save his people from their sins.” 
 
And the Gospel writer then lets us in on a bit of a behind-the-scenes narration, the subtext of 
the story if you will, … all this fulfilled words spoken through the prophet Isaiah, “Look, the 
virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is 
with us.”   
 
And when Joseph awakes, he does exactly that, marries Mary and after the child is born he 
names him “Jesus.” 
 
Then, at the end of Matthew, the writer places the other bookend, the reminder that 
encapsulates the whole of the Gospel –  
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The kid, Jesus, was born – grew to be the man who called 12 disciples to follow him – was 
“crucified, dead and buried” as our Apostle’s Creed puts it – then rises from the dead – and 
meets the disciples (sans Judas) in Galilee, on the mountain to which he had directed them – 
there they worship – there he gives them one final charge and a promise – the charge we all 
know “…as you go [from this place] disciple by how you live in this world…baptize in a 
Trinitarian fashion – and remember – and this is the promise that bookends this gospel – 
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
 
The great promise of Matthew’s Good News Report – is the very same promise that gives us 
hope in life’s trying times – in this baby whose birth we celebrate – in this man whose 
resurrection we celebrate – is the promise that we are not alone – that God is with us – no 
matter what…no matter where…no matter how far away we might feel…God is with us – 
forever and for always! 
 
That promise – and that alone may just be the greatest gift of all… 
 
So, when the conveyor belt of Christmas begins to spin out of control – may we not forget that 
we are not alone – that God is with us…even to the end of the age…even to the end of the 
checkout line! 
 
So, let’s prepare for it, by learning to slow down and recount our hopes and blessings. 
 
What do we hope for this Christmas? 
 
What do we hope for that will take us beyond wish lists generated from catalogues and 
commercials? 
 
What do we hope for that will do more than Deck the Halls – and instead will Deck our Hearts 
with hopeful anticipation? 
 
Author Madeline L’Engle tells the story of putting her granddaughter to bed one evening.   
After reading a story, her granddaughter turned to her and asked very seriously and with great 
trust… “Gram, is everything all right? 
As L’Engle pulled the covers up to tuck her in, the young girl asked again,  
“Gram, I mean really is everything really all right?” 
L’engle says she looked at that little child and realized that she was asking the COSMIC 
QUESTION – the BIG, ULTIMATE question—the question that is out beyond the safety of a 
house full of light and warmth… 
 
Every Advent, we have a chance to ask ourselves this very same question….and, I believe, we do 
so to remind ourselves of the answer. 
We say, aloud or in silence, perhaps we ask the question in our exasperated sighs [which are] 
too deep for words, as the Apostle Paul puts it, we ask, “O, God, is everything all right?” 
And then we wait…we enter that holy time as our hearts & lives are prepared… 
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Advent is for us a season of anticipation & holy waiting amid the chaos of commercialism.  
 
Advent’s waiting then is best characterized not by idleness or even contented peace, but by 
prophetic nudging and active hope…  
 
It is a counter-cultural way of being in this world – to pin our hope not on a present placed 
under a tree and rather on a presence with us forever and for always – that hope may just be a 
rogue one to the watching world. 
 
And yeah, I just dropped a Star Wars reference there. 
Rogue One is the new Star Wars film scheduled to open in theaters everywhere on December 
16th, one of the movie’s trailers speaks to that which the church proclaims today regarding 
hope… 
9:30 a.m - …let’s watch [show clip]. 
 
8:15 & 11:00 a.m. 
The trailer is entitled hope, the heroine says, “The Empire is building a weapon capable of 
destroying an entire planet.  We have to capture the plans if there is any hope of destroying it.” 
Around the planning table, another person emphatically asks, “If the Empire has this kind of 
power, what chance do we have?” 
The heroine responds, “We have hope.  Rebellions are built on hope.” 
 
9:30 a.m. – pick up here… 
It can feel at times like we are up against extreme pressure to create the perfect Christmas. 
The cookies – The cards – The community gatherings – if it doesn’t look like a Norman Rockwell 
painting then is it Christmas? 
 
That kind of pressure can be tiring & deflating. 
 
It can feel like we’re up against a power greater than us and well, what chance do we have 
against such a power? 
 
“We have hope.  Christmases are built on hope.” 
 
As the Apostle Paul says, “…hope does not disappoint.” 
 
Where is our hope this Christmas? 
 
If you haven’t figured it out by now, I hope you will see that, for me, our hope is not in the 
perfect Christmas – it is in the God who promises to be with us always and forever no matter 
what…it is about presence – heart, mind, body, soul presence. 
 
And let’s not forget another great promise by Jesus found in Matthew’s Gospel, “For where two 
or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” (18:20)    
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Perhaps, then God’s presence comes to us in our relationships with one another. 
And perhaps those relationships will one day down the road prove to be the recollections that 
keep us grounded in hope. 
 
Robert Smith of Stroudsburg, PA, told his story like this back in 1992: 
 
It’s been thirty years since I last saw her, but in memory she’s still there every holiday season.  I 
especially feel her presence when I receive my first Christmas card. 
 
I was twelve years old and Christmas was only two days away.  The season’s first blanket [of 
snow had just fallen].  I dressed hurriedly, for the snow was waiting.  What would I do first – 
build a snowman, slide down the hill or just throw flakes in the air and watch them flutter 
down? 
 
Our family’s station wagon pulled into the driveway and Mom called me over to help with the 
groceries.  When we finished carrying in the bags, she said, “Bob, here are Mrs. Hildebrandt’s 
groceries.” 
 
No other instructions were necessary.  As far back as I could remember, Mom shopped for Mrs. 
Hildebrandt’s food and I delivered it.  Our ninety-five-year-old neighbor, who lived alone, was 
[bent over] from arthritis and could only take a few steps with a cane. 
 
Even though she was [feeble], and didn’t play baseball, I liked Mrs. Hildebrandt.  I enjoyed 
talking with her; more accurately, I enjoyed listening to her.  She told me wonderful stories 
about her life – about a steepled church in the woods and buggy rides on Sunday afternoons 
and her family farm without electricity and running water. 
 
She always gave me a dime for bringing her groceries.  I got so that I would refuse only half-
heartedly, knowing she would insist.  Five minutes later I’d be across the street in Bayer’s Candy 
Store. 
 
As I headed over with the grocery bags, I decided this time would be different.  I wouldn’t 
accept any money.  This would be my Christmas present to her.  Impatiently, I rang the 
doorbell.  Almost inaudible at first were the slow, weary shuffles of her feet and the slow 
thump of her cane.  The chain on the door rattled and the door creaked open.  Two shiny eyes 
peered from the crack. 
 
“Hello, Mrs. Hildebrandt,” I said, “It’s me Bob.  I have your groceries.” 
“Yes, come in,” she said cheerfully, “Put the bag on the table.” 
 
I did so more hurriedly than usual, because I could almost hear the snow calling me outside.  
She sat at the table, picked the items out of the bag and told me where to set them on the 
shelves.  I usually enjoyed doing this, but I was snowing. 
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As we continued, I began to realize how lonely she was.  Her husband had died more than 
twenty years ago, she had no children and her only living relative was a nephew in Philadelphia 
who never visited her. 
 
Nobody ever called on her at Christmas.  There would be no tree, no presents.  For her, 
Christmas was now only a date on the calendar.  She offered me a cup of tea, which she did 
every time I brought the groceries.  Well, maybe the snow could wait. 
 
We sat and talked about what Christmas was like when was a child.  Before I knew it, an hour 
had passed.  
 
“Well, Bob, you must be wanting to play outside in the snow,” she said as she reached for her 
purse, fumbling for the right coin.   
“No, Mrs. Hildebrandt, I can’t take your money this time.  You can use it for more important 
things,” I resisted. 
She looked at me and smiled, “What more important thing could I use the money for if not to 
give it to a friend at Christmas?” she asked as she placed a whole quarter in my hand. 
 
I tried to give it back, but she would have none of it.  I hurried out the door and ran to the 
Candy Store.  What to buy? – a comic book, a soda, an ice cream.  But then, out of the corner of 
my eye, I spotted something.  It was a Christmas card with an old country church in the woods 
on the cover.  It was like the church Mrs. Hildebrandt described to me.  I knew I had to buy it. 
 
I handed Mr. Bayer my quarter and borrowed a pen to sign my name. 
“For your girlfriend?” Mr. Bayer asked. 
I started to say “No,” but quickly changed my mind.  “Well, yes, I guess so.” 
 
I walked across the street and rang Mrs. Hildebrandt’s doorbell.   
The sounds of shuffling feet again reached my ears – the door cracked open. 
“Hello, Mrs. Hildebrandt,” I said as I handed her the card.  “Merry Christmas to you!” 
Her hands trembled as she slowly opened the envelope.  She studied the card and began to cry. 
“Thank you very much,” she said in almost a whisper.  “And, Merry Christmas to you!” 
 
On a cold and windy afternoon, a few weeks later, the ambulance arrived next door. 
My Mom said they found Mrs. Hildebrandt in bed. 
She had died peacefully in her sleep. 
Her night table light was still on when they found her, and it illuminated a solitary Christmas 
card, a Christmas card with an old country church in the woods on the cover. 
 
The perfect Christmas isn’t about presents…it’s about presence… 

God’s presence with us & our presence with each other. 
I hope we get it. 

 
Alleluia & Amen! 


