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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, to God’s people at Hope on the 2nd Sunday of Advent, 2008 AD.
Anyone remember the “Word of the Year” that was just announced? According to the Miriam-Webster dictionary people, it’s “BAILOUT.”  And what does it mean?  Huge amounts of OUR money are being given or loaned (uh-huh?) to banks and corporations simply because they are “broken” and need to be fixed, with very little examination into all the policies that have led them to it in the first place! Most of us scratch our heads and say to ourselves, “What about ME?”  
Maybe it’s simply that many of us are feeling exhausted, hurting, depressed, poor, joyless, guilt-ridden, overwhelmed, misunderstood, overtaxed and underappreciated…..or some combination of the above. There are enough times when I see my world….. and  your world spinning out of control and I want to scream, “Stop….I just want to get off!” Ever feel that way? For some of us, it’s almost normal!
How ironic is it then that we just lit the “JOY CANDLE?” Could it be that easy?
Today’s Old Testament text was again from Isaiah, this time from chapter 61. where the prophet begins by saying, “The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is upon me because the Lord has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.”  
Remember that Isaiah wrote these powerful words about 700 years before the birth of Jesus. It wasn’t a good time for God’s people. The Southern Kingdom, the tribes of Judah and Benjamin had just witnessed their friends and relatives in the northern 10 tribes being taken away by the mighty Assyrian army…….never to be heard from again.  

Now the mighty Assyrian army was threatening THEM, which meant that they were next, even though the Godly King Hezekiah had staved off their captivity for a time through fervent prayer. Isaiah warned them that their ungodly behavior would inevitably result in their captivity as well. They would, Isaiah prophesied, become poor, brokenhearted, captives, prisoners, mourners and grievers, inflicted with a spirit of despair! Can anyone here relate to any of this?

All Biblical prophecy contains two elements of time: the first is an immediate and present application of the prophetic Word, and the second is a Christological forecast for the future. In other words, when Biblical prophets responded to God’s Spirit they did it with a “now and also then” pair of meanings. It’s a mouthful, but let’s go on faith and examine what Isaiah was saying, for whom, and for when! 
We know that although Isaiah died in 681 BC, his prophecy about destruction of the southern kingdom came true when in 586 God allowed the Babylonian army to conquer Judah, destroy Jerusalem and cart the majority of the people away for at least 40 years in captivity. (This is well covered in Ruth and Daniel, among other books.) They would become the poor, the brokenhearted, captives, prisoners, mourners, grievers and filled with despair…..greatly in need of HOPE.
In Isaiah 61 HOPE re-enters the picture. Take a glance at the green study sheet and compare the left hand column with God’s promises on the right.

What happens to the poor? They get good news!


What about the brokenhearted? Their hearts are “bound up!”


The captives? They receive a proclamation of freedom!


The prisoners? A spiritual “get out of jail free” card!


Mourners in their sackcloth and ashes? They will be comforted with


       garments of praise and crowns of beauty!


For those who despair?? A spirit of praise!

While they suffered for their ungodliness, God preserved them while they were in Babylon. Remember the story of Esther! They returned home to rebuild their land and their temple and finally, some 500 years later the Messiah was born!
That was the “then” in Isaiah’s prophecy……and we are the “now.” Let’s go back to the list and reflect on ourselves for a moment. Is there a spirit of poverty in your life? Are you overwhelmed with need? Has your heart been broken? Are you a captive to a troubling sin or addiction? Are you mourning a loss or dealing with grief? And finally, in the middle of what we somehow KNOW should be a truly JOYOUS season….do you find yourself sinking into a spirit of despair? I know many of you well enough that I could go through this list and add lists of initials to each one of these rows! 
We’re spending huge amounts of time and energy to be sure the house is decorated, the shopping done, the cookies baked and the packages mailed. All these things are well and good, but honestly friends, it’s all on the outside. If we’re going to deal with the stuff Isaiah describes, we have to go INSIDE, Right?
To do that, REMEMBER THE TALE OF THE TREES. 
For the first time this season, our ADVENT TREE is standing in the sanctuary. Examine it for a moment and consider its symbolism. It points UP toward heaven, towards the true source of healing, comfort and peace, toward God. Granted if we hung it upside down from the ceiling it might show the direction from which Jesus came, but that’s all in the logistics. It’s GREEN, the color of life. It’s decorated like a bride awaiting her groom at the wedding….a reminder that we are the “bride of Christ” awaiting Jesus our bridegroom. It’s brightly lighted, reminding us that Jesus is the Light of the World!
One last thing, a question actually, about this first tree. When does a Christmas Tree look the best? AT NIGHT! When things around it are the darkest, the Christmas tree looks absolutely breathtaking! Other things may detract from the tree’s beauty during the daytime, but NOTHING detracts from it at night! 
And so it is with our Lord Jesus. When things are the darkest in our lives and when we struggle to keep our heads above water, Christ shines the brightest, piercing through all the “stuff” of life and bringing us forgiveness, peace and joy.
It was Christ and Christ alone who dealt with TREE NUMBER TWO, the cross of Calvary. He took all the “junk” and all the sin from our lives and carried it on himself as he was nailed onto Tree Number Two in our place. I can’t imagine myself up there….and I’m sure you can’t either, no matter how badly things are going in our own lives…..for which we can be eternally grateful!

All of which leads to TREE NUMBER THREE, this time not a Christmas Tree or a barren wooden cross but a GIANT OAK TREE that Isaiah calls an “oak of righteousness.” If there is a tree that elicits descriptions of strength and stability, it’s got to be the OAK. If there is a tree that can hold itself up through the worst of storms, it’s the OAK. If there is any tree whose wood is strong and beautiful, it’s the OAK. And the OAK, Isaiah reminds us, is who WE ARE AS GOD’S PEOPLE! 

There’s an expression that we hear often about Oak Trees….from the tiniest acorn grows the mightiest oak…..or did I just invent that? No matter, it’s true of the oak and it’s true of us. From the birth of our faith at baptism, God grows and matures us. He waters us with His Word and His Sacrament. He strengthens our roots by “exercising them” with the storms of life, bending us and even testing us but as long as we draw our strength from Him, we are never broken! 
I’ll say that again: each of us WILL face troubles and storms in life, but with our strength and our roots firmly attached to our Lord, WE WILL NOT BREAK. 

Let’s push the metaphor just a tad farther. What does an oak tree produce? A veritable banquet of acorns for the critters of the woods! What does the oak tree offer? Shelter under its branches and boughs for those in need! 

That’s why we lit the pink candle today. It reminds us that the joy we have in life runs deep down to the roots of our faith and holds us upright and alive during the storms and struggles we all encounter. It reminds us that Jesus came and REDEEMED US from our slavery to sin, death and the power of the devil so that no matter what LIFE throws at us, we can truly live lives of JOY. That’s a JOY we can live with not just for a few present-filled days in December, but for our lives!
On JOY Sunday Isaiah and I would remind you to “BE” both of these trees. “BE” a Advent /slash/ Christmas tree, joyfully decorated and cheerfully pointing all those around you to Christ their Savior.   “BE an oak!” In the last 10 days before Christmas, bring some resources to those who have little, some comfort to those who are mourning, some food to those who are hungry, some love to the unloved, some friendship to those who are lonely and most importantly, the forgiveness of Jesus Christ to those still enslaved by their sin. And when we do this, we prepare our hearts and our homes, our souls and our spirits not only for Christmas, but to make a difference for Christ to the world around us.

Have a blessed PINK CANDLE SUNDAY, my fellow Trees!
Amen.

