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Luke 3:1-6

Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judaea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of Ituraea and of the region of Trachonitis, and Lysanias the tetrarch of Abilene, Annas and Caiaphas being the high priests, the word of God came unto John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness. And he came into all the country about Jordan, preaching the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins; As it is written in the book of the words of Esaias the prophet, saying, The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be brought low; and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways shall be made smooth; And all flesh shall see the salvation of God.

Malachi 3:1-4

Behold, I will send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before me: and the LORD, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to his temple, even the messenger of the covenant, whom ye delight in: behold, he shall come, saith the LORD of hosts. But who may abide the day of his coming? and who shall stand when he appeareth? for he is like a refiner's fire, and like fullers' soap: And he shall sit as a refiner and purifier of silver: and he shall purify the sons of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver, that they may offer unto the LORD an offering in righteousness. Then shall the offering of Judah and Jerusalem be pleasant unto the LORD, as in the days of old, and as in former years.

The Bible is written in serious, if not stern hortatory, tones, rather than humorous tones, and it tends to focus on universal, super-sized events, rather than on the personal and intimate level.  The theme of hope is a regularly occurring guest star in the Bible, but even when it appears, it does so with stern soundings, like those rare meteorological moments when there is thunder with sunshine; and it does so as some kind of cosmic, intervening force from the outside, from beyond us.
My experience of hope is different, perhaps, unbiblical.  For me, it is often when humor breaks through frustration that I find a new angle with which to view the impressionistic art of hope. 
A few weeks ago a man called me to say he was bringing 6 frozen turkeys to the church on Friday around 3:30, and that he and others would bring another 35-45 frozen turkeys on Sunday at 1:00.  I assured him that I would have the freezer on, the freezer in the outside storage room under my study, the freezer this man had used last year for the same purpose.  After hanging up the phone, I went downstairs, out to the storage room, and I plugged in the freezer.

On that Friday, I heard the truck pull up, and I heard the man rummaging in the storage room under me. I assumed all was well, and I continued with my work.

The next morning, a lovely, quiet Saturday morning, a rare Saturday without any church appointments, the turkey man called me and this is what he said, “I came by yesterday but I think you forgot to turn the freezer on.  There was a large, upright silver box that wasn’t turned on, and there was a chest freezer in the corner.  I put the turkeys in the large, upright silver box, and I don’t want them to thaw and get ruined.”  

What turkey man failed to mention was that the chest freezer was running, the plug clearly inserted into the electrical outlet just above the door of the chest freezer.  I shook my head in disbelief, walked over to the church and transferred the six turkeys from the unplugged refrigerator to the running chest freezer.

The chest freezer was running, noise and everything, but it was not cold, cool but not cold.  I settled it in my mind that after 11:30, following the Sunday services and congregational meeting, and prior to 1:00 when the other turkeys were to arrive, I would check the freezer again.  If I discovered that the freezer was still not sufficiently cold, I would call around for alternative places and have turkey man and his compadres deliver the turkeys to wherever that might be.  

Sunday at 11:10, while I was still in the sanctuary here talking with people following the worship service and congregational meeting, I was told that turkey man and his compadres were already downstairs unloading the turkeys into the large, upright silver box, as well as the chest freezer, and that they didn’t think the freezers were working.  With no alternative plan worked out yet, the turkeys were left with me.  Once I had time, around 12:00, I then called around, found alternative space at the Blairstown Presbyterian Church, loaded all the turkeys into my car and drove them down to Blairstown where I unloaded them.
The majority of the frozen turkey we were going to hold a few weeks for Manna House, since their freezers were then full.  I was assured by the Blairstown Church that this would be no problem.  

Well, this past Tuesday it became a problem. I got a call that they needed their freezer space.  I called Manna House.  There were several calls. By the end of the day there was a plan in place. On Wednesday morning at 9:00 I would be at the Blairstown Church to once again load all the turkeys into my car.  I would then drive the turkeys back to Fredon by 9:30 where I would meet Bruce and Ginny Wask at someone else’s house, someone with a vacant chest freezer.  Bruce and Ginny would help me unload some of the turkeys into that freezer.  We would then leave that person’s house, drive to Windy Brow Farms and unload more turkeys into a freezer there, followed by a final stop a Manna House to unload the final few they had room for.  Fine. We had a plan.

At 8:59 Wednesday morning I was at the Blairstown Church.  The secretary finally showed up to unlock the place at 9:40.  I called Bruce and Ginny to let them know I would be late.  I called my 10:30 appointment and told them I would have to postpone our meeting.  I loaded the turkeys and left Blairstown.  At 10:10, I arrived at the house in Fredon whereupon Ginny informed me that the freezer was not turned on and that they did not see anywhere that it could be plugged in.  The owner not being home, we had no choice but to go on to Windy Brow. I phoned my 11:30 appointment to let them know I may be late, but to wait for me.   

We got to Windy Brow where finally something not only went as planned, but better than planned.  There was room in their freezers for all the turkeys, not just some, and after unloading all the turkeys and offering profound thanks to proprietor Jim Hunt, I drove away craving a hamburger. 

This is how it is for me with hope.  Hope is born out of frustrating situations that sometimes become comical.  Hope, also, is born out of futile situations that become tragic.  
I was thirty-two years old when I got married. I grew up in a very conservative, rural, religious, southern, Christ-haunted if not Christ-centered culture.  I imbibed deeply that culture and its values.  And while I intellectually rejected most of it by age twenty-five, my emotional/psychological allegiance would linger much longer. One of the manifestations of this was my “waiting” until marriage.  So, when I was thirty-two years old, I was tired of “waiting.”  

We got married. We had the reception. I was eager to get the reception over with even though the plane to our honeymoon wouldn’t leave any sooner than scheduled. Finally we were on our way to Hawaii. That’s a long trip.  Nonetheless, we finally landed tired but no less eager.  We got into our rented Toyota Tercel.  We were about a mile from the condo we had rented when I saw another woman. She was across the highway, on the shoulder of the road, with a flat tire, looking unsure of herself.  I looked at my bride, asked, “Should I?”  I don’t recall what she said, but I know I was soon doing a u-turn.  I pulled up behind the woman and parked. After some quick pleasantries, I changed her tire, said good-bye. We headed up the road to an intersection to make a left-turn in order to turn around and head back towards the condo. While waiting for the on-coming traffic to pass so I could turn left, I saw it coming in the rearview mirror: a small red sports car coming right at us at a high-rate of speed. Just before reaching us, the driver swerved around us using the shoulder of highway.  But then, right behind him was a large truck. He didn’t swerve around us: he plowed right into the back of us, my right arm reflexively, futilely extending across my bride’s chest at impact.  The force of the crash pushed us into the on-coming traffic lane where we were then struck by a van, the force of which pushed us off the highway.  

My wife was in a neck-brace for a month.  I was less injured. I waited some more. During our two-week honeymoon of recuperating and waiting, I had a chance to meet with the police and others involved in the accident.  I asked the truck driver why he didn’t swerve around us like the car in front of him did. He said, “I was going to but there was a car driving up the road on the shoulder and I had to either go straight and hit you or swerve and hit her.”  Her.  "Her" was the woman whose tire I had changed. I asked her, "Why were you driving up on the shoulder of the highway?"  She said she was not confident with the small, “donut” spare-tire and thought it might be safer to drive slowly along the shoulder rather than on the highway.
This is how it is for me with hope.  Hope is born out of frustrating situations that sometimes become comical.  Hope, also, is born out of futile situations that become tragic, though we were fortunate, in the long run, to escape with the injuries we did.
We hope for commonsense in other people.  We hope for freezer space.  We hope to God that the woman in front of us in the express check out lane doesn’t pull out a checkbook.  We hope it doesn’t snow too much for the fundraiser.  We look in our rearview mirror and hope.  We look into the future, and hope. We stand in line for our plate at Manna House, or we stand on the other side of the wall in the kitchen, behind the small window into another world, and we hope for an end to hunger.  We hang onto our marriages hoping things will improve, and it sometimes it does, and sometimes it doesn’t.  We sit with our terminally ill loved ones hoping the doctors are wrong.  We gather at Smith-McCracken or Illiff-Ruggerio hoping for something more, judicious, if at all, in our descriptions of what that more might actually look like.
     Whether comical, or tragic, pedestrian or profound, hope is personal and intimate, birthed in our flesh by the consummation of frustration and faith, by the crash of current futility with future possibilities, the frustration with things as they are, the faith in things as they should be.  The humor and the hope, for me, come not from outside us, nor from cosmic intervention, rather from looking closely within and right around me and at what is happening, combined with the occasional humility that comes with experiencing my “should be,” my “as planned,” is not always as good as what is, despite the frustrations and futilities.  Eventually Windy Brow was better than we hoped.  Eventually a honeymoon happened, but what’s more a marriage and family grew into existence, the sum total of which far exceeded any waiting, far exceed what I hoped for on a brief honeymoon. And when I really ponder such things, ponder this life within me and around me as it is, as Mary pondered the things within her, I find hope, or perhaps, better put, am found again and again by the hope that always is.  
