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“Hope for peace”

Today marks the beginning of a new church calendar year. The season of Advent is a short

one, only four weeks. The word Advent comes from the Latin, meaning “coming.” Advent is

a season of preparation, a time to prepare for the coming of Jesus. There are three comings

of Jesus—past, present and future. Jesus came in the past, born as a human being like us at

Bethlehem. He comes to us in the present time too, since he promised to be with us always,

and we celebrate his presence among us whenever we gather together for worship, like

today. Jesus also promised that one day, at a time no one knows except God the Creator,

he will come in the future. Each Sunday of Advent we also focus on four themes. Today,

being the first Sunday of Advent, we focus on the theme of hope—although both the first

lesson and our psalm focus on peace. So today we will focus on the connection between

hope and peace. As people of faith, we hope for peace.

   As we begin this new church calendar year, I am going to attempt, by God’s grace, to

base my sermons on the Book of Psalms, as I did, you may remember, a couple of years

ago. Most preachers—myself included—do not preach on the Psalms very often. Therefore,

this church year, once again, I am going to try and focus on the Psalms. Some Psalms may

not be very “preachable,” hence I will likely relate the Psalm to one or more of the other

passages. 

   So let me begin today with a brief introduction to the Book of Psalms. The Book of Psalms,

also known as the Psalter, is Israel’s hymnbook and prayerbook. The Hebrew name for the

Psalms  is Tehillim, meaning  “praises.”  The  psalms  deal  with  pretty  much  every  human

situation in life, both individually and as a community. That is why biblical scholars have

identified, according to my NRSV Lutheran Study Bible (pp. 849-850), ten different types of

1



Psalms, and under some of these types there are also sub-types. King David did write a

number of the Psalms—however, there were also other writers. 

   Psalms 120 to 134 all have the same superscription: “A Song of Ascents.” Ps 122 also has

in its superscription the words “Of David,” or, I think more accurately translated by the REB:

“for David.” I do not think David wrote this psalm because as king we know he lived in

Jerusalem. Our psalm, however, in verses 1 and 2 describe pilgrims arriving in Jerusalem.

Songs  of  Ascents  are  pilgrimage  psalms,  God’s  people  would  travel  to  Jerusalem  to

celebrate the major Jewish festivals there. The NRSV Lutheran Study Bible regards Psalm

122 as a Zion psalm. Zion is another word referring to Jerusalem. 

   In verse 1, the faithful pilgrim states: “I was glad when they said to me, “Let us go to the

house of  the LORD!” The faithful pilgrim, in other words accepted this admonition as a

hopeful invitation. He or she is willing to travel to Jerusalem and worship at the festival

there. Perhaps the psalmist’s hope was combined with a sense of awe and excitement in

anticipating worshipping God in  the  Jerusalem temple. The  Message picks  up on this

excitement, I think, and renders verse 1 like this: “When they said, “Let’s go to the house of

GOD,” my heart leaped for joy.” Perhaps you have experienced something of that gladness,

that hope, awe, excitement and joy when you knew that you were going to worship at some

special place on some important occasion. I know that I certainly have, many times too!

One time that  stands out  for  me was  the  time, many years  ago now, when the World

Council  of  Churches  Assembly  was  held  in  Vancouver,  and  Pastor  Julianna  and  I

worshipped along with hundreds of others from all over the world. For me, it seemed like a

foretaste of what worship might be like in heaven.

   In verses 2 and 3, now the psalmist, along with the other pilgrims he or she was travelling

with have reached Jerusalem, and expresses a sense of feeling safe and secure within the

city’s  gates. Travelling in  those  days  could be  dangerous, and perhaps challenging for

those who were more elderly  and may have struggled with certain health and mobility
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issues. There are places where you too may have been relieved to arrive at—places which

gave you a sense of safety and security.

   In verses 4 and 5, the psalmist mentions a decree to make pilgrimages to Jerusalem to

worship God. This may be a reference to Exodus 23:14-19, wherein God commands the

Israelites  to  celebrate  festivals  three  times  a  year.  Verse  5  also  mentions  “thrones  for

judgement,” or as the REB translates it, “thrones of justice.” God’s people would come to

Jerusalem to have certain issues and disputes resolved. In the process of resolving such

issues and disputes, most likely the people would hope for justice to prevail. 

   Verses 6-9 focus on the theme of peace. Verse 6 admonishes the faithful to pray for the

peace of Jerusalem. Along with the prayer, comes the hope that those who love Jerusalem

will prosper, their life will go well, and be blessed. In praying for Jerusalem’s peace, the

psalmist also thinks of her or his relatives and friends, perhaps living in the city, and hoping

for peace for them. The psalm concludes with the hope for the well being of God’s house,

the Jerusalem temple. 

   In today’s first lesson from Isaiah, we also have that beautiful vision of  peace/shalom,

which comes from Jerusalem. Peace which involves the reversal of warfare by transforming

the weapons of war into tools of peace: “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.” 

   Notice that in both the psalm and our Isaiah passages hope for peace is not an individual

reality, rather it involves people praying, living, hoping and working together. 

   Hope is symbolized by the birth of the Christ child, who taught us by example how to

make peace, how to heal division, how to restore community.  

   Hope  is  born  when  the  Amish  Mennonite  parents  of  five  murdered  schoolgirls  in

Pennsylvania encircle the family of their executioner, ensuring forgiveness amid embraces

and tears. 
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   What distinguishes hope from mere wishful thinking is the price that needs to be paid.

Healing division requires sacrifice. Self-sacrifice. The willingness to give up what is most

precious to us: our preconceived notions, our self-centred attitudes, which are both cause

and consequence of our anxieties and insecurities.

   That is why we celebrate the Advent of the Prince of Peace, who gave his own body as a

sacrifice to bridge our divisions. His Kingdom is based not on the projection of force, but

on the love that emanates from self-sacrifice.

   Love—not law—is the spirit of justice. Hope is the agenda of justice. There can be no justice

where there is no hope. To do justice is to create hope. Justice without hope is like law

without gospel.1 

   Justice with hope is hope for peace. May our hope for peace be like that of the psalmist

and the prophet Isaiah. Hope for peace for you and me; for our church; for our nation; for

Ukraine and Russia; for Israelis and Palestinians; and for the whole world! 

         

     

1 Erich & Miranda Weingartner, “No Justice Without Hope: Justice Agenda,” in: Canada Lutheran, December 2006 
(Winnipeg: ELCIC), p. 13. 
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