
 
 
Third Sunday of Advent 
December 13, 2020 
 
 
Prelude: “Rejoice, Rejoice Believers” 
 

Gathering 
Lighting the Advent Candles 
 
Reader: On this Third Sunday of Advent, we light the candle of joy. 
 
Reader: As the psalmist writes, “When the Lord restored the fortunes to Zion we were  

like those who dreamed. Our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with 
songs of joy. 

 
Reader: Then it was said among the nations, ‘The Lord has done great things for them.’ 

The Lord has done great things for us and we are filled with joy.” 
  Psalm 126: 1-3 
 
Reader: We light the candle of hope, the candle of love, and this candle of joy as a sign  

of our expectant waiting for the coming of Christ. 
 
All Singing: 60 “Hark, the Glad Sound! The Savior Comes” 
 
God’s Greeting 
Passing the Peace 
 
 

Reconciliation 
Liturgist: We join the psalmist in praying: 
 
All: Restore our fortunes, Lord, like streams in the Negev. 



Liturgist: Those who sow with tears will reap with songs of joy. 
Those who go out weeping, carrying seeds to sow,  
will return with songs of joy, carrying sheaves with them. 

  Psalm 126: 4-6 
 
All: In apocalyptic longing and honest repentance we await your coming, Lord. 
 
Silent Confession and Lament 
 
All Singing: 119 “Keep Your Lamps Trimmed and Burning” 
 Singing verse 1 – 3 
 
Liturgist: The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. He was in 

the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not 
recognize him. 

 
All: He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. 
 
Liturgist: Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the 

right to become children of God – children born not of natural descent, nor of a 
human decision, but born of God. 

 
All: The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his 

glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of 
grace and truth.  John 1: 9-14 

 
 

Proclamation 
All Singing: “Behold Your God” 

 
O thou that tellest good tidings to Zion,  
O thou that tellest good tidings to Jerusalem:  
Lift up your voice with strength, lift it up don’t be afraid. 
Behold your God. 
Arise, and shine, for the light of the world is come. 
Behold your God! 

 
Scripture: Isaiah 61: 1-4, 8-11 

 
The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me, 
    because the Lord has anointed me 
    to proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, 
    to proclaim freedom for the captives 
    and release from darkness for the prisoners,  
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor 
    and the day of vengeance of our God, 
to comfort all who mourn, 
    and provide for those who grieve in Zion— 
to bestow on them a crown of beauty 
    instead of ashes, 
the oil of joy 
    instead of mourning, 
and a garment of praise 
    instead of a spirit of despair. 
They will be called oaks of righteousness, 
    a planting of the Lord 
    for the display of his splendor. 



They will rebuild the ancient ruins 
    and restore the places long devastated; 
they will renew the ruined cities 
    that have been devastated for generations. 
“For I, the Lord, love justice; 
    I hate robbery and wrongdoing. 
In my faithfulness I will reward my people 
    and make an everlasting covenant with them. 
Their descendants will be known among the nations 
    and their offspring among the peoples. 
All who see them will acknowledge 
    that they are a people the Lord has blessed.” 
I delight greatly in the Lord; 
    my soul rejoices in my God. 
For he has clothed me with garments of salvation 
    and arrayed me in a robe of his righteousness, 
as a bridegroom adorns his head like a priest, 
    and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. 
For as the soil makes the sprout come up 
    and a garden causes seeds to grow, 
so the Sovereign Lord will make righteousness 
    and praise spring up before all nations. 

 
Minister: The Word of the Lord. 
All: Thanks be to God. 
 
Sermon: Liminal Waiting  
 
All Singing: 59 “Comfort, Comfort Now My People” 
 
 

Dedication 
A Word of Blessing 
Prayers of the People 
 
All Singing: 76 “O Come All Ye Faithful” 
 
Benediction 
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Minister: Roger Nelson 
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Liminal Waiting 
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 

 
Depending on who you ask, today, the third Sunday in Advent, is supposed to be about joy. 
Gaudete Sunday – Latin for rejoice! For many of our Catholic brothers and sisters, today’s mass 
starts with the words “Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I say, rejoice!” Here at Hope, we light 
the joy candle, we “hark the glad sound”, and we’ve traded in the sober Advent texts of the last 
couple weeks for a more heartwarming passage from Isaiah.  
 
Christmas is soon! Gaudete! Rejoice! 
 
Bu joy is not exactly easy to come by this year. 
 
I mean, we’re doing our best. We’ve got our Christmas trees up and our fireplaces lit (in my 
case, it’s the Netflix fireplace). We’re leaning into the whole Danish hygge thing as hard as we 
can. Christmas is coming, and yeah, it’s not the best year, but there’s a vaccine now, just hang 
tight, be patient, cheer up.  
 
Rejoice? 
 
But underneath it all, there’s a lingering unsettledness. I feel it. It’s hard to name. But it’s down 
in that gut place where grief, fear, and fury all kinda settle and churn. Maybe you feel it too. 
Our minds may be racing (and trying to process way too much information), our hands may be 
busy, but at our core, there’s this visceral sense that “all is not well.” 
 
I know that I miss my family. We’re spread all over the continent, and I haven’t seen any of 
them since March. Over the years, we’ve had Christmas hither and thither – including a couple 
weird expat Christmases in the tropics with beaches and ornaments hung on houseplants – but 
it’s always been the one time of year that we’ve been together. My mom has always made the 
same Christmas bars. There have always been puzzles and games, wine and laughter, memories 
shared and memories made. And now, with new babies to hold, and the kids getting older, and 
time with aging grandparents and great-grandparents to cherish… “Zoom Christmas” feels like a 
lame and infuriatingly insufficient Plan B. We are missing things and we are losing things. Time 
doesn’t just wait for next year. No matter how you’d rather rewrite history and policy, there’s 
no version of 2020, as far as I can tell, without substantial loss.  
 
Some of you know that loss deeply, acutely, especially in this season. Our hearts go out to you.  
 
 



Our text this morning is a beautiful picture of reversal. Comfort for those who mourn. Freedom 
for the captives. Beauty instead of ashes. Praise instead of despair.  
 
By this point, the book of Isaiah has made a long run through Israel’s persistent sin and 
unfaithfulness to God and their exile to Babylon and the servant whose suffering will redeem 
them and bring them back—and here the book comes to a climax with the sudden presence 
and voice of One filled with the Spirit and announcing good news.  
 
“The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me, because the Lord has anointed me…”  
 

Anointed. The word is Moshiach, or Messiah.  
 
This is an ancient messianic text. This is what Messiah does—makes all the wrongs right, makes 
all the bad stuff come untrue. This is what we long for. This is the way it’s supposed to be.  
 
And Christmas is coming! Rejoice! 
 
Honestly, it sounds flippant to me even as I say it. I had such a hard time writing this sermon.  
 

Because I’m mindful that COVID isn’t our only worry going into 2021. We’ve got other 
deep and dangerous things at play that can’t be fixed with a vaccine. And we can’t even 
agree on what they are. We need solutions to complicated problems, and the baby in 
the manger, all swaddled in sweetness and nostalgia, kinda feels inadequate to the task.  
 
Even if he is the Messiah. 

 
And yes, I know the wood of the manger is like the wood of the cross, and that’s where 
God dealt with sin and salvation, once and for all. 

 
But that was 2000 years ago. And still, here we are, and the world is as messed up as ever, and 
we are still waiting to see what Isaiah saw.  
 
How then shall we wait?  
 

 
As most of you know, Moe and I have been working toward planting a church in East Garfield 
Park. We landed on a name last winter – Grace in Garfield – and spent the summer gathering in 
backyards with friends and neighbors. Last month, we signed a lease on a building around the 
corner and started meeting weekly. It’s a quirky, mixed-use space, but it’s perfect for our little 
group and we are excited to finally have a home. Our task this week is turning a dusty garage 
workshop into a sanctuary.  
 

Never, as a Dutch kid growing up in Canada, did I think that someday I’d be helping to 
start a storefront church on Chicago’s west side.  



 
Our church space is on a rough block. Since the spring lockdown, there have been dealers there 
24/7. Always some guys standing under the tracks, cars pausing and pulling over, addicts 
coming through to get their fix. Sometimes we hear gunshot and I do a quick check to make 
sure my kids are inside and away from the windows. Sometimes people get hurt. In the 
suburbs, people tend to hide their brokenness. Here, it’s in broad daylight, camped out in the 
park, discarded on the side of the street – all manner of unsightliness -- and everyone knows. 
Everyone knows what this block is about.  
 
And as I walk to church with my kids, stepping over dime bags and broken glass, I am mindful of 
layers. Layers of difference in experience that make it hard for me to understand and relate. 
Layers of complex reasons for why they’re doing what they’re doing, why they’re doing it here, 
and why no one can stop it. I see racism, opportunism, disinvestment, desperation, enabling, 
hopelessness, and accessibility. All generations in the making.  
 
How do you start to untangle all that? How do you make it right?  

 
They will rebuild the ancient ruins 
    and restore the places long devastated; 
they will renew the ruined cities 
    that have been devastated for generations. 

 
Or, as another translation puts it, “devastations that passing generations have been 
unable to mend.” 
 

There are plenty of urban church planters quoting these verses. When you’re surrounded by 
urban blight, the connections are obvious. But there’s often a bit of hubris in it too. Well-
intentioned folks setting up shop in a neighborhood with visions of how they’re gonna turn 
things around. Turn lives around. Rebuild the ruins.  
 
But I don’t have the faintest idea how to rebuild the rough spots in East Garfield. Really rebuild. 
Not just displace the people and problems to a different part of town – out of sight, out of 
mind. That’s gentrification. But what would it take to see the brokenhearted made whole? the 
heroin addicts set free? The dealers and gang leaders raised up like oaks of righteousness, 
testifying to the splendor of God? Here, on our block?  
 

I have no idea. It’d take nothing short of a miracle.  
 
And maybe that’s the point. Because the west side isn’t the only place where things are tangled 
and messy and beyond hope for human fixing.  
 
Isaiah’s vision is about reversals, but it isn’t about quick fixes. It’s not even really about Israel’s 
return from exile. It’s about the Messiah who comes to bring hope when all hope had been lost. 
The emphasis in the text is on him and what he does: 



 
The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, 
    because the LORD has anointed me 
    to proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, 
    to proclaim freedom for the captives 
    and release from darkness for the prisoners,  
to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor 
    and the day of vengeance of our God, 

 
In the gospel of Luke, Jesus inaugurates his ministry by opening the scroll of Isaiah, finding and 
reading these verses, and saying, “today these words have been fulfilled in your hearing.”  
 
Except he stops short of the vengeance part. 
 
It’s an intentional omission. The Jesus we meet in the gospel of Luke – the baby born of Mary – 
comes to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. The captives are free. The blind can see. The 
dead are raised. The broken hearts rejoice.  
 
But the day of vengeance—the day of justice and reckoning and making right—will wait.  
 
Like a telescope, Isaiah’s prophecy expands into two Messianic arrivals. Two Advents. Jesus 
came first to inaugurate the messianic age. He will come again to establish it once and for all.  
 
In between the two comings is where the church lives. In what Fleming Rutledge calls “The 
Time Between.” 
 

Between mourning and dancing.  
Between ashes and beauty.  
Between ruins and restoration. 
 

String those along a horizon line and stamp your red dot in the middle. “You are here.”  
 
And it’s okay to feel the tug from both ends. Especially this Christmas. The story is still 
unfolding. The work is still in progress. 
 
All of life is Advent.  
 
All of life is liminal space – that sense of being in-between what is known and what is unknown.  
 
It’s a feeling we know well this year. It’s unnerving to be sure, but it’s also an opportunity. 
Richard Rohr puts it this way:  
 



Liminal space “is that graced time when we are not certain or in control, when 
something genuinely new can happen. We are empty, receptive, an erased tablet 
waiting for new words. It is the ultimate teachable space…. maybe the only teachable 
space.”  

 
Liminal waiting can be transformative. God has often led his people into in-between spaces to 
grow them and reveal things to them. And he seems particularly unhurried in this, much as we 
would rather get back to normalcy.  
 
There are gifts to be found in the Time Between, even as we wait for the fullness of Isaiah 
prophecy to be fulfilled.  
 
So how then shall we wait?  
 
Here’s Fleming Rutledge again:  
 

“God’s future determines the present, rather than the other way round... This offers the 
Christian community a path through the most complete defeat and the most hopeless 
situations, still trusting in the Lord who makes a way out of no way… Hoping against 
hope means trusting in “the God who raises the dead and calls into existence the things 
that do not exist” (Rom 4:17). This is the truly radical nature of the Advent promise, 
which sweeps away cheap comforts and superficial reassurances and, in the midst of the 
most world-overturning circumstances, still testifies that ‘Behold, I am coming soon! . . . 
I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.” 
 

And so we can say, with Mary and Isaiah: “I delight greatly in the Lord; my soul rejoices in 
God….  

 
For he has clothed me with salvation, 
and he will make righteousness and praise spring up before all nations.”  

 
The future is a garden flourishing and a city, finally, rebuilt. May that hope and the salvation 
which has already been freely given in Christ, be your comfort in this Time Between – and yes, 
maybe even your joy. Amen. 


