FIRST SUNDAY ADVENT (A)	30 November 2025

Throughout this year we have been marking the Jubilee Year with its theme, Pilgrims of Hope. Many of us have had a chance to participate in some form of pilgrimage. Perhaps it was to North Sydney and the shrine of St Mary Mackillop. Perhaps it was to one of the churches around Sydney that were designated as pilgrim churches. I think some people even had a chance to join one of the pilgrimages to Rome. In all of this we were conscious that as a Christian people we are all on a journey. It is not a journey we make alone; it is always with others. The point of this jubilee year was to keep us focused on where we are heading on this pilgrimage. This is where the theme of hope is important. We need hope to keep our focus and to keep going when we get weary. But during the year we have also endeavoured to give hope to others, especially to those who have lost hope.
Today we begin the season of Advent, and there is just over one month before the jubilee year ends on 6 January. Of all the seasons of the church’s year, Advent is the one that we associate with hope. It is a time to re-kindle our hope. As we get closer to Christmas our hope will be focused on Jesus and his birth. But on these early Sundays of Advent the focus is much broader, pointing to the end of time and the second coming of Christ, when all will be fulfilled.
I think our first reading from the prophet Isaiah expresses in very picturesque images what our hope in the future is about, and what it means. To understand it, you must imagine it in your mind as a sort of painting or cartoon with four panels. It begins with the image of the Temple on the mountain in Jerusalem. It is the highest point and can be seen from far away. The Temple, of course, is the place where God dwells, so it serves as a reminder of God’s presence. It also reminds us that God watches over the whole world. Then we have a second panel in our cartoon. It depicts all the nations of the world streaming to this mountain of the Temple of the Lord. We are struck by the sheer number of people and their variety. They have come from everywhere and are from every race. They are singing as they move towards the Temple, declaring that they want to learn God’s ways. We can only make sense of this from the panels that follow. When we get to the third panel, God’s authority over the nations is on display. This leads to the fourth and final panel. Here we see something that we were not expecting. All these people are turning their weapons of war into instruments of peace and instruments for food production. This is the image of God’s plan for all humanity. It is the image of the destiny marked out by God for all people.
Many people have said that this image seems too good to be true – either at the time of the prophet, or at any point in history. They say it is a fantasy. Some people look at it as an image of utopia and therefore not something that is achievable. But you and I, who live in the shadow of the resurrection of Jesus, can see it as a statement of hope. In a picturesque and imaginary way, it speaks of the destiny that God has for all nations and peoples of the world. If we want to put those powerful images into single words that categorise what we hope for, then those words would be “peace” and “unity”. Unity and peace are possible when the world streams towards God. Unity and peace are Advent words that speak about the end of time and the ultimate transformation of the world. So, they are words that tell us what we are waiting for. They also tell us what it looks like to be a fulfilled and complete human being. 
We often refer to Advent as a season of waiting and watching. This is true, but it also depends on how you do this. I think the images we had in that first reading help to shape our waiting. Waiting can sometimes seem like a passive thing in the sense that you sit around waiting for something to happen. But that is not the waiting of Advent. During Advent we keep our eyes fixed on that end point – that point marked by unity and peace. And that is not passive. Rather is calls us to orient our lives in that direction and to nurture what leads to unity and peace.
Advent is also a time to recognise the signs of unity and peace that do spring up in our world. The signs are there, and they may come in unexpected ways. Jesus called his disciples to be ready for what God might do, and to know that God may act at an hour we do not expect.
Keeping our eyes fixed on God’s plan for the end will shape the way we continue our pilgrimage of hope. It will not only give us hope but will allow us to be beacons of hope for others. 
