
Bold and daring hope  
 

     The word that Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. 

 In days to come the mountain of the LORD’s house 

      shall be established as the highest of the mountains,  

 and shall be raised above the hills; 

      all the nations shall stream to it. 

 Many peoples shall come and say, 

 “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD,  

      to the house of the God of Jacob; 

 that he may teach us his ways  

      and that we may walk in his paths.” 

 For out of Zion shall go forth instruction,  

      and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 

 He shall judge between the nations,  

      and shall arbitrate for many peoples; 

 they shall beat their swords into plowshares,  
      and their spears into pruning hooks; 

 nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 

      neither shall they learn war any more. 

 O house of Jacob, 

      come, let us walk in the light of the LORD!  

        Isaiah 2:1-5  

 

 I don’t remember where I heard it, or read it, but someone once said, “I read some recipes 

the same way I read science fiction.  I get to the end and I say, ‘Well, that’s not going to happen!’” 

 Some of us may read these texts from Isaiah the same way.  Of course, we all want peace 

on earth.  We want our best ambassadors to negotiate a peaceable settlement between Israelis 

and Palestinians, between Iran and the rest of the world.  We would prefer to re-tool our tactical 

weapons factories to produce John Deere tractors and medical equipment.  We look for ways to 

reduce violent crime in our neighborhoods and cities and nation.  Of course, we all want peace on 

earth.   

But, when you read the papers . . . 

A UN humanitarian aid worker killed in Kabul, Afghanistan.  The US resuming operations 

against ISIS in northern Syria.  The on-going threat of genocide to the Rohingya in Myanmar. The 

escalating violence in the protests in Hong Kong.  A shooting in San Francisco that took the lives 

of two boys, aged 11 and 14, which adds to the 46 school shootings in 45 weeks this year. 

 All this stuff about peace on earth, and nations and people not taking up arms against other 

nations and people, and about converting the military-industrial complex into a peacetime, life-

enhancing economy . . . 

 Well, it’s easy to see how this may seem like just so much wishful thinking. 

 “Peace on earth” sounds nice and cozy when it is sung by children dressed up in white 

robes, sparkling wings, and pipe-cleaner haloes at a Christmas pageant.  It makes a nice logo over a 

snowy mountain scene in a Christmas card.  But in today’s world, it doesn’t seem very realistic. 

Sure, it sounds nice, but everyone joining hands and singing “I’d like to teach the world to sing in 

perfect harmony”—that’s just not the world we live in.   

 So we read Isaiah 2 and we say, “well, that’s not going to happen.”   



 But what we may not realize is that that’s not the world Isaiah lived in either.  When this 

vision was given to Isaiah, Judah, the northern kingdom, had already fallen and Israel was being 

squeezed by the two dominant superpowers of that time:  the Assyrians to the north and Egypt to 

the south.  Those who heard these words for the first time must have been thinking the same 

thing, “well, that’s not going to happen.”  Hearing these words must have provided about as much 

comfort and security as when we were told in school to put our heads under our desk in the 

event of nuclear attack.  And that same sense of dread and fatalism that hung in the air during the 

Cold War no doubt deflated the hopes of Isaiah’s contemporaries. 

 So, what we need to realize here is that the word, or vision, that Isaiah sees, the world he 

describes is not a different, idealistic world, removed from reality.  He sees the same world that 

we know now—but he sees it differently.  He sees the reality of a world of violence and force and 

dread and fear—but he sees it in a different way.  He sees the world through the lens of a bold 

and daring hope.  Isaiah’s vision does not ignore or deny the reality of violence or the constant 

threats to peace on earth, but rather looks beyond them to the larger vision of what God intends 

and what God promises, and to the broader horizon of hope.   

 Walter Brueggemann calls this vision of Isaiah “a bold and daring act of imagination.”   And 
as such it calls for a bold and daring response of hopeful expectation.  Part of that response 

involves catching the vision of Isaiah.  It involves deciding that we will never move beyond this 

place of dread and fear unless we are able to imagine that things could be different than they are, 

that we are not just resigned to our fate.   

This vision and act of imagination reminds us of another bold and daring dreamer, a 

prophet of our own time, whose words, “I have a dream,” gave hope to a whole generation who 

could hardly imagine the peace and justice of equal civil rights.  But even before Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr. spoke those powerful words in August of 1963, there were a few who were taking bold 

and daring imagination a step further, and were living in hopeful expectation. 

 Back in 1960 I was five years old and living in Wichita Falls, Texas.  I remember once going 

downtown with my mother when she needed to pay bills or do some shopping.  And I remember 

that we went to Woolworth and sat at the long lunch counter and ordered lunch.  We didn’t have 

much money in those days, so this would have been something of a luxury, which is probably why 

it stands out in my memory.  But I was too young to realize at the time that I was enjoying an even 

greater luxury than ordering a grilled cheese sandwich at a Formica counter in downtown Wichita 

Falls.  I would not have been aware of the reasons why only white people were sitting next to us.  

It would not have occurred to me that part of the luxury and privilege was to eat my grilled 

cheese sandwich in peace, with no one yelling obscenities at me or trying to pull me out of my 

seat and out of this store. 

 But on February 1 of that same year, 1960—who knows, maybe it was the same day my 

mother and I sat at the lunch counter in Wichita Falls—across the country, in Greensboro, North 

Carolina, four college students also went to a Woolworth store and also sat at the lunch counter.   

But for them this was no luxury.  They were sitting at a counter and on stools where they had 

been told that people of their color were not allowed.  They had been told all their lives that you 

can dream all you want about sitting there and being treated with the same respect and dignity as 

other human beings, but when you get to the end of that dream you have to say, “well, that’s not 

going to happen.”  But in an act of bold and daring hope they went into that store and sat down at 

that counter, knowing full well that they would not be served. 

 Word of this non-violent protest spread rapidly, especially considering that this was way 

before cell phones and Twitter.  And the next day, about 20 more students waited to be seated at 

this lunch counter, and the next day 60 more caught this vision, and soon lunch counters all across 

the south were being overrun by young people, black and white.  And before long, the disruption 



and loss of revenue prompted store owners to change their policies and to everyone’s 

amazement, when we got to the end of that chapter of the story, it did happen. 

 Those four young men from Greensboro sat at the counter in the hopeful expectation that 

there would be a time, in days to come, when their children and grandchildren could not only sit 

there, but could order a grilled cheese sandwich just as I have done in Wichita Falls, and not be 

spat upon, assaulted and arrested.   

They were acting not out of optimism or wishful thinking.  They had moved beyond that 

dichotomy of optimism-pessimism and into the hopeful expectation that the words of Isaiah bring 

to mind.  They were, of course, vividly aware of the reality of the world around them.  They knew 

that not only would the store owners and patrons react with force and possibly violence; they also 

knew that the police and city attorney and mayor and judges could not be counted on to uphold 

their civil rights or even protect them from harm.  They saw the same reality as the white people 

who yelled hateful things at them and dumped plates of food over their heads—they saw the same 

real world, but they saw it in a different way.  They saw it through the lens of hope and the coming 

day of peace.   

We see glimpses of this kind of bold and daring hope every day, if we have eyes to see 
them.  And that is precisely what Jesus encourages us to do, in the reading from Matthew (Matt 

24:36-44).  His word is to wake up, to be attentive to what is going on in the world around you; and 

not only the reality of war and crime, violence and terrorism, but even more the reality of God’s 

presence in the midst of it all, God’s purposes being worked out in the world.  And he cautions 

against calculating when this vision of God will come about. That can only lead to disappointment 

when God fails to follow our timetables.  Instead he calls us to the kind of bold hope and daring 

faith that is not grounded in what we can calculate or predict, but is grounded in a vision of how 

things could be as God intended them all along.   

The season of Advent is all about waiting.  But it is a peculiar kind of waiting that makes 

this season distinctive and one of the most fertile times for deepening our faith.  The German 

theologian Jürgen Moltmann says:  “Life in hope . . . is not a matter of mere ‘waiting,’ guarding 

oneself, and holding fast to the faith.  It goes beyond that, reaching out to the active shaping of life.  

It is life in anticipation of the coming One, life in ‘expectant creativity.’  People do not live merely 

from traditions.  They live from expectations, too.  In their fears and hopes they anticipate their 

still unknown future and adapt their present to it, shaping their lives accordingly.”  (The Way of Jesus 

Christ, p. 340) 
The call of Isaiah is to this kind hopeful activity—which is not just wishful thinking, but 

activity that flows out of this vision of God for a new world.  We are called to be hopeful in bold 

and daring ways that are faithful to God’s vision for the world.  This is what Isaiah means when he 

ends that idealistic poem about beating swords into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks 
with the call to walk in the light of the Lord.  He means for us to take this vision and make it the 

reality that shapes your world, to shape your daily life and the choices you make in expectation of 

the coming day of peace.    

 May you choose to begin this day to live with bold and daring hope.   
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