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In the springtime of each year, usually in the month of March, the United Church of Christ, along with 

16 other denominations, takes up an offering which is called One Great Hour of Sharing. This is an 

offering through which the main line Protestant churches are able to reach out to the world with the 

light of Christ.  Usually, these funds are used to help refugees, to help those who need disaster relief 

ministries, and a whole variety of other issues that affect the human family, both here in the United 

States and across the globe. 

 

A number of years ago, when I was serving in New Orleans, we had invited down from New York City 

the Reverend Linda Petrucelli, who was, at the time, the United Church of Christ Minister for the 

Global Sharing of Resources, so she was very much involved in One Great Hour of Sharing. 

 

Linda Petrucelli was a “tough bird”.  She hailed from the island of Manhattan and she was, at that 

time, best known for running.  She ran up the Empire State Building—that is, she ran up 102 floors, 

1,224 feet of elevation, and she ran up 1,860 steps.  She ran up, and then she ran down as a 

fundraiser for Global Ministries, so Linda Petrucelli is no “shrinking violet”. 

 

On that weekend, on Saturday morning of One Great Hour of Sharing, Linda spoke to our church 

about this offering, and then after she spoke, she had the afternoon free.  Having never been in New 

Orleans, our congregation gave her a streetcar ticket and some spending money, and we sent her 

down to the French Quarter for an afternoon of exploring.  Linda took off for the French Quarter with 

only one instruction, and that was to please be back by 6:00 for dinner, so Linda would have 4-5 hours 

to explore the French Quarter. 

 

It was, needless to say, a little surprising when Linda returned to our church in just a little over an 

hour.  She was walking around the French Quarter for barely 40 minutes.  Upon return, I asked her “Is 

everything all right?  Why are you back so soon?” to which she replied, “I don’t know.  I wasn’t 

comfortable down there.  I can’t put my finger on it, but there was a darkness on the corridor that 

gave me ‘the creeps’”. 

 

One of the historic themes of the Bible and of the Christian faith as a whole is the cosmic struggle 

between the forces of darkness and the forces of light, between the struggle of good vs. evil.  Indeed, 

in the Christmas story, this Christmas story of ours is, in many ways, about the coming of light into the 

world, a light which comes out of the darkness and pushes the darkness away.  We have stories about 

the Star of Bethlehem rising into the dark winter sky.  It is the star which leads the three wise men to 

where Jesus was born. 

 

In Luke, echoing the prophet Isaiah, Jesus will be the light to those who sit in darkness and the 

shadow of death to guide our feet into the way of peace.  In the final moments in the Book of 

Revelation, where John of Patmos, who is a prisoner on the island of  Patmos, where he writes about 

God’s kingdom when it is fulfilled, he says “The Holy City will have no need of sun or moon to shine on 

it, for the glory of God is its light.  The nations shall walk by its light, for the Lord God will be their 

light”, so the Christian faith and the Christian story, in particular, is about the light of Christ coming 

into the world, and it is this light upon which we live lives of hope, but what is easy to overlook in the 

run up to Christmas, while we are all blinded by the lights of the season, is that recognizing and 

understanding the light of Christ in the world is dependent upon our first recognizing and identifying 



the darkness within which we live.  There is a very intimate, close relationship between the darkness 

in the world and the light of Christ that breaks through that darkness. 

 

So, if we were trying to identify the darkness within which we live, where would we go to see this 

darkness?  Where would we go to point out this darkness?  Well, let’s start on Bourbon Street with 

Reverend Petrucelli.  This exercise on Bourbon Street is not to pick on New Orleans.  As you know, we 

lived there for 6 years.  We frequented Bourbon Street.  On occasion, we enjoyed the French Quarter 

for many of its attributes.  We could do this exercise about Las Vegas, New York, L.A. or St. Louis, or 

perhaps even Greensboro. 

 

The forces of darkness which now lurk all around in our nation are on display in places like Bourbon 

Street, so what do we see there?  The first thing to notice about the French Quarter and Bourbon 

Street, in particular, is that they are surrounded by poverty.  This is not just run of the mill 

poverty.  This is urban poverty.  This is the poverty that generates violence, drugs and 

prostitution.  This is the poverty that generates an economy where people make their livelihoods 

through violence, drugs and prostitution and other activities, so there is a darkness which surrounds 

this area and many areas in our nation like this.  Even in our time in New Orleans, we noticed the 

coming more, and more, and more on Bourbon Street of pornography and strip joints and all of that, 

sort of, “in-your-face” stuff that is out there.  Then, of course, on Bourbon Street, it is all about 

consumption—consumption of food, consumption of alcohol and, on Bourbon Street, you cannot buy 

a beer.  You can buy a “Big Ass Beer” for 3 bucks, but just a regular run of the mill beer is not available 

on Bourbon Street.  Everything is big.  Everything is about consumption.  Everything is very, very 

fleshy.  The economy of New Orleans is largely dependent upon these realities. 

 

Our neighbor across the street from where we lived had a teenage son.  I had gotten to know this 

teenage son a little bit.  He would ride his skateboard around our church a little bit.  Then, one day, he 

came up missing.  I asked his father “Where is your son?  We haven’t seen him around lately?”  He 

said, “He’s gone to a boarding school in California”.  I asked “Why?”  He said “You know, try raising a 

kid in New Orleans.  New Orleans celebrates everything you want to keep your kids away from”. 

 

So, the darkness is all around, and most of us find ways to not look at it, but in the church we must 

look at it.  In the church, we must talk about it.  In the church, we must confess our participation in it 

so that, when the light of Christ, the hope of Christ’s birth comes, we will be able to see it and we will 

be able to hold on to it and recognize it for what it is—the light of God, the hope of God coming to the 

earth, and that we will become the people of God who embody that light.  I have been thinking about 

hope because this first Sunday of Advent is our Sunday of hope.  Hope has been coming to me in 

phrases, images and out of strange places. 

 

Some of you have been following The Hunger Games series of movies and books.  The Hunger Games 

is a trilogy about a disturbing and bleak dystopian future of North America named Panem, where the 

mass of the population lives in districts of poverty and servitude, while the wealthy live in The Capitol, 

and the president of Panem is President Snow.  President Snow, in the first movie of The Hunger 

Games, had this to say about hope, and this was said in his efforts to keep the masses under 

control.  He said “Hope.  It’s the only thing stronger than fear.  A little hope is effective.  A lot of hope 

is dangerous.  Hope is fine as long as it is contained”.  Now this, of course, is a Hollywood movie, but 

these words ring true about hope. 

 

What happens when God’s people get so filled with hope that they are dangerous, that they are so 

filled with hope that they are dangerous to the darkness in our world?  What happens when those 

people become hope-filled, dangerous people to the darkness that surrounds?  Christians are to be 

people of uncontained, dangerous hope. 



 

Hope, as I looked up in the dictionary, is defined as this.  It means “to cherish a desire with 

expectation of fulfillment”, to cherish a desire with the expectation that it is going to be fulfilled, so as 

Christians, the desire that we cherish is the fulfillment of God’s kingdom, the fulfillment of God’s 

kingdom when the earth and all of God’s people live as one community, a community that is built on 

love, compassion and mercy, a community built upon the light of God where darkness is 

banished.  That is the hope that we are promised in the Advent season.  The hope in Christ is that the 

kingdom of God is coming.  The kingdom of God is on its way.  God’s people are to be about building 

that kingdom in their locale.  That is what Advent is about.  It is about being filled up again with hope 

that God’s promises remain.  It is about living that hope so that God’s promises can be fulfilled and, as 

people of faith, we prepare during this time for our annual celebration and recognition of the birth of 

Christ.  So, as we go into Advent, we have to do this with our eyes wide open, with our eyes wide 

open for the darkness that takes many forms and surrounds us, but with our hearts open wider, with 

our hearts open for the hope that has come into the world through Christ.  We are to grab that hope 

and embody it with our lives. 

 

So, the call today, the call in this theme of hope, is that we might become dangerous with our hope, 

that we might become those who embody the hope of Christ and who take it out into the world and 

celebrate it, not just as a ritual, or as a Christmas tradition, but as an embodiment of our faith, so the 

good news today is that Christ has brought hope to our world.  Just as Christ brought hope 2000 years 

ago into a world that was very dark, Christ brings that same hope to us.  We are called to take that 

hope out into the world.  Thanks be to God for this Advent season and for the hope that is coming to 

us.  Amen. 

 

 


