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Sermon for the First Sunday in Advent (Hope), the "Upside-down Season"  
Pastor Dana Runestad 

Dec. 2, 2012  
Holy Cross Lutheran, Livonia, MI 

 
Theme: Worship Fully 
Lessons: Jeremiah 33:14-16; 1 Thessalonians 3:9-13; Luke 21:25-36 

 Can you even begin to imagine what it must be like to be someone who lost their home to 
Hurricane Sandy about now? It’s not “Home for the Holidays,” it’s “Home-less for the 
Holidays.” Talk about an upside-down season. And yet, in a very upside-down sort of way, that’s 
really quite appropriate for Advent – what the church calls these four weeks before Christmas. 
Not that I would wish homelessness or refugee status on anyone at any time for any reason. But 
Advent in its purest form is not the same thing as that holiday season the mall wants you to think 
it is. We’re calling this the upside-down season in part to remind us of that.  

 When we truly listen to the voice of Advent, our perceptions of what this season is really 
about may be turned upside down. And in the process, we may be turned upside down as well -- 
not unlike the characters of Advent we’ll be meeting during the course of our journey together 
the next four weeks: Jeremiah, John the Baptist, Malachi, Zephaniah, Paul, Micah, Elizabeth, and 
finally Mary. There is a wonderful, welcome contrast between the Advent journey and the 
holiday season as we’ve come to know it in 21st century North America.   

 Being homeless is appropriate for the season of Advent because when we truly listen to 
the voice of Advent we learn that Advent is a season for exiles. Our Old Testament readings 
during these four weeks always come from the voices of prophets speaking to a to a people in 
real time – in history – a people displaced not just from their homes, but from their homeland, 
from their culture, from their values, from all that is near and dear to them. A people waiting. A 
people yearning. A people crying out for a savior to deliver them from a great darkness. A 
people learning what it means to hope.  

 Today is a case in point. Jeremiah’s words in our first reading are directed to a situation 
of disaster and uncertainty. Jerusalem and its temple were conquered and destroyed by Babylon. 
Some of the Jewish survivors were marched into exile in Babylon, some eight hundred miles 
away. There they lived as refugees, separated from their homeland and under conditions of 
oppression. We’ve already sung about that this morning: O come, o come Emmanuel, and 
ransom captive Israel, that mourns in lonely exile here, until the Son of God appear.  

 I’ve known a few exiles or refugees in my life. When I was six months old, a refugee 
from Estonia came to live with us. She stayed until I was four. Then I spent every Sunday 
afternoon with her until I was seven and we moved too far away for that to be possible any more. 
When I visited Palestine I was overwhelmed by the plight of thousands upon thousands of 
peaceful people forced from their homes and into “camps” where they were supposed to live 
temporarily two generations ago, after the Arab-Israeli war of 1948. The people are still there, 
waiting to return to their homes. In the waiting, they finally built apartment buildings in place of 
the tents. Generations live together in close quarters. As families expand they build up, because 
they have nowhere else to go.  After 64 years, these compounds are still called refugee camps. 
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The homes they were forced out of have by now long been occupied by Jewish refugees seeking 
a homeland in Israel. Two weeks ago in California I met Marco. He was a school principal in El 
Salvador, until the 1980s, when unspeakable atrocities forced him to flee to Rochester, New 
York, where he has been living ever since.  I also met Alejandra, a beautiful, young, intelligent, 
hard-working woman born 20 years ago in California without a green card, and so without a 
country. At one point the community of Holy Cross helped re-settle a refugee family. They lived 
in the white house where Pastor Ben and Jenni live now. And of course, Mary and Joseph were 
homeless too that first Christmas night, with no place for Mary to give birth to Jesus. 

  If you’ve ever visited the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island where so many immigrants 
were processed – your ancestors and mine, you’ve seen the words of this poem: Give me your 
tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free; the wretched refuse of your 
teeming shore, send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me. I lift my lamp beside the golden 
door!  It’s to a people in this kind of condition, a people waiting, a people yearning, that the 
voice of Advent speaks a word of hope. “The days are coming,” says Jeremiah today, “when 
God’s promises will be fulfilled. This isn’t going to last forever. You have reason to hope, 
because God is our hope. 

 Maybe this is too upside-down, too far removed from our experience for us to relate to. 
But think about this. Jeremiah’s Israelites were exiled for two generations, so many of them 
became a part of their new culture. Life in Babylon got to be better than it had been in Israel. 
They found work and built homes there. Eventually, they took on the materialistic attitudes of 
Babylon and also worshiped the Babylonian gods instead of being faithful to their Jewish 
heritage. Most of the first half of the book of Jeremiah is a challenge to their unfaithfulness and a 
call for repentance. 

 Other Jews in this exile remained steadfast to their faith and never accepted Babylon as 
their home. They refused to belong to a culture whose values were so opposed to their own. They 
held a vision of home in their hearts and yearned for the day when they could return. Today’s 
word from Jeremiah is a word of comfort and hope for them.   

 Are you getting it yet? Are we more like the exiles in Babylon than we realize? Which 
are we? Have we assimilated to the culture of Babylon or have we remained steadfast?  Or are 
we perhaps, tugged both ways?  Hasn’t a part of each of us, to a greater or lesser degree, given in 
to values of greed, consumerism, self-centeredness and apathy? Yet, isn’t there another part of 
us, to a greater or lesser degree, that feels out of place in a materialistic, power-centered system? 
When it comes to consumerism and consumption, do we perhaps get pulled in and away from 
what really matters to us, ever so gradually, so that we don’t even realize it’s happening? I 
understand that if you put a frog in a pot of boiling water, it jumps right out. But if you put a frog 
in a pot of water and just turn up the heat gradually, it stays there and gets cooked. Could this be 
some kind of dirty trick?  In an upside-down sort of way, could it be that political refugees, war 
refugees, storm and hurricane refugees and immigrants have an advantage here?   

 When deportation happens violently, suddenly, physically, in a storm or in a war, at least 
they know. When it happens gradually, sweetly, at the hand of our own wills, one short-sighted 
choice at a time, too often born of ignorance, and unfortunately sometimes not, isn’t our exile, 
for all practical purposes, invisible? And doesn’t that invisibility make it that much more 



3 
 

powerful? We don’t even know! We didn’t know our hearts and minds and values were being 
deported into a foreign land with a foreign god. A god called me and my stuff and what’s in it for 
me?  

 Which brings us to our Advent Conspiracy focus for today: Worship fully. Our hearts are 
formed by what we worship. Excitement, anticipation, hope – each of these emotions swells 
around the object of our dearest affection. We spend our time and energy on what matters most 
to us. So let’s check: Does the way we spend our time, money, and energy look like we are in the 
homeland of our hearts’ deepest desire – and I mean deepest desire? Does it look like we are at 
home in and with the God we know in Jesus?  Maybe there’s no question about whether we 
worship fully or not. Maybe the question is who or what do we worship fully?  

 Enter Jesus, who says to us today and every year on the first Sunday in Advent, on the 
church’s “New Year’s Day,” “WAKE UP my people! Do you see what’s happening to you? 
You’re getting cooked. But there’s hope. Get ready. I’m coming. To save you from yourselves. 
Your very own selves. I love you and I want what’s best for you. I want you to be who and what 
you were created to be. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you to wake up. I’ll even hang a 
Christmas tree upside down to get you to think about this. So let’s start today, at my table. I’m 
wiping the slate clean. I’m giving all of me -- my body, my blood, in, with and under a simple 
wafer. A sip of wine. For you. And you can start all over, fresh. It’s a new year, it’s a new day.  
Wake up, and come home.” Amen. 

 


