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The Rev. Stuart Seelman                                                                            Sunday, Dec. 4, 2022 

 

When you’re in the thick of it, it’s easy for our minds to wander to fantasies of solitude. 

 

If things get real bad, we might groan, “I’d rather be anywhere but here.” But most times our 

daydreams are more specific. There are usual settings we each come back to. 

 

Now that this Pennsylvania winter is hitting, miles north of anywhere I grew up, my daydreams 

turn to the ocean. My family’s usual summer beach spot is in the Outer Banks of North Carolina. 

Apologies to anyone here who frequents Myrtle Beach or the Jersey Shore (or whatever they’re 

rebranding it after the show aired), but the Outer Banks is simply my favorite.  

 

One summer week on our vacation there, we visited all of the lighthouses in the state along the 

coast. Now, some like Ocracoke and Currituck were close to decently populated towns. But 

others, like Cape Hatteras and Lookout, were way out there in total isolation on windswept sand 

inlets.  

 

The Outer Banks is often called the “Graveyard of the Atlantic,” with treacherous waters 

crashing against shifting sands of inlets miles away from the bay side where proper civilization 

begins. In fact, in the late 90s, because of this, they had to totally relocate the Cape Hatteras 

lighthouse. They constructed a sort of runway to move it upright a few hundred yards on an 

elaborate system of dollies and jacks so it wouldn’t be swallowed by the seas. 

 

And when you step out of the car when you visit these lighthouses, what I often found to be just 

as interesting is the solitary cottages beside them, which were inhabited by the lighthouse 

keepers and their families. 

 

Because lighthouse keeping and life at sea are common fodder for daydreamed fantasies of 

solitude. But these have little to do with reality. 

 

The recent 2019 film “The Lighthouse,” based on an unfinished Edgar Allen Poe story, showed 

it well. Shot on black and white film, it showed two lighthouse keepers descending into madness 

in the isolation of an angry storm. 

 

As we ourselves have learned in recent years, the real fantasy seems to be overestimating our 

ability to be alone for long. And also underestimating just how alone we can feel around other 

people.  

 

Truth be told, there’s a lot of loneliness to go around these days. And, even then, it’s easier to 

cling to these fantasies of solitude when we struggle to find any beacons of hope, real visions of 

community. 

 

Loneliness, separation from other people, is a different sort of thing to fortify yourself for. We 

can’t really meet it with pure grit and willpower. You face it alone. No, to face loneliness well 

means to have tenderness; to hold gently your own weaknesses and those of the people around 

you. But even then, it’s even hard to practice hope. 
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Part of what makes the life of a lighthouse keeper such a fantasy is the lighthouse, itself. It's a 

beacon, a signal of both warning and civilization. And, at least in the fantasy, it’s tended to by 

people who live far from civilization. People who live their lives around the signal, but not what 

it’s signaling. 

 

More and more, we find ourselves living our lives around signals. They just go by a different 

name: our identities and the markers of our identities. After all, where we come from, who we 

love, how much we make, how many hours we work, what gives us a leg up, what sets us back, 

and what sets us apart from other people, well, that’s all just how we live our lives. 

 

But these come to a head when playful banter at the Thanksgiving table signals divides that go 

much deeper. 

 

Our reading from the prophet Isaiah tells us a little bit about how to build our lives around a 

signal, a beacon. 

 

It’s a messianic prophecy often read during Advent, because we Christians interpret it as an Old 

Testament prophecy of the coming of Christ.  

 

A shoot shall come up from the line of Jesse. The spirit will rest upon him. He will judge the 

world with righteousness… A great reversal will take place, and at last the wolf will lie down 

with the lamb.  

 

Then it goes on to say that root of Jesse will stand as a signal to the people. The nations will all 

come to him. And his dwelling shall be glorious. 

 

Maybe it’s just me, but it’s at this point that I feel some confusion. “His dwelling shall be 

glorious.” The prophet is totally messing up his metaphor, here.  

 

The shoot of Jesse does a lot of things that a shoot or a tree don’t do. Judge and breath and speak. 

 

And then it says he will stand as a signal. That makes more sense. Trees can be beacons, signals 

at forks in the road. Maybe even ones which people would gather around. But even when a tree 

is a beacon, like a lighthouse, it’s meant to be seen.  

 

That’s kind of the whole point. So, why would it also have a dwelling around it, like a common 

house plant? Maybe the prophet is just describing something like the lighthouse keeper’s cottage 

at the foot of another lighthouse, a dwelling at the foot of another tree.  

 

But this isn’t just a minor distinction. If we’re talking about roots and trees, it’s the difference 

between a metaphor, Christ the shoot of Jesse coming to save us, and Christ the human person 

hanging still on a real tree, on the cross. This is the difference between a real vision of hope and 

a desperate daydream we have when when we’re alone. And let’s not forget that this is supposed 

to be a prophecy.  

 

Usually a prophecy is a sign of hope or terror to come for a people. God will judge you like this. 

God will redeem you, like that, probably on the Wednesday after next. 
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But this prophecy is far more concerned with something else, what is often called the 

“imminent” life of God. Which is to say, God’s inner life without any relationship to us, to 

creation, or to time. In this prophecy, God is not imminent to appear in history, so how can it be 

hope? 

 

But the stuff about lions and wolves and lambs seems more like the stuff of fantasy.  

And it isn’t even clear if this prophecy describes 2,000-some odd years ago when Christ was 

born in the manger, or some date in the future. Tree or not, this isn’t really how Christ appeared 

then, killing the wicked with just the breath of his lips. And it’s not like you can see any lions 

and lambs lying together on Market Street, so it’s not like this prophecy has been fulfilled. It’s 

not really clear where we fit in. 

 

Most of us here are not descended from the people this prophecy was written for, the living 

people Israel, but it has even less to say about them. The many nations will inquire of him, and 

he will judge. 

 

It’s the same confusion in our reading from Paul’s Letter to the Romans. Paul is writing to a 

community that is also not descended from Israel. He’s writing to a mostly Gentile audience, 

people of the nations. But you couldn’t be faulted for believing otherwise. 

 

He’s quoting Hebrew Scriptures, from the Writings, the Prophets, and the Law, which are the 

three parts of the Jewish Bible. They talk about how gentiles are welcomed by God alongside 

God’s chosen people. Maybe he’s telling Jewish people to accept Gentiles, like we encountered 

several times when we read through the book of Acts.  

 

But if we look closer, Paul seems to be speaking with particular emphasis to the Gentiles. He 

reminds them that Christ came as a servant of the circumcised to confirm the promises he made 

to their ancestors. Meanwhile, the gentiles are only just given the opportunity to glorify God for 

his mercy at including them at all. Quoting the psalm, he tells them, “Rejoice, O gentiles, with 

his people.” 

 

Paul seems to be mediating division in this early church. Or at least shooting down some Gentile 

snobbery. And he reminds us Gentiles that Christ did not first come to us. Christ came to a 

people, a specific people, the people Israel. And Paul reminds us that only through harmony with 

this people, with the encouragement of their scripture, that we can find hope. 

 

To come to the beacon of Christ, we must approach and stand alongside God’s chosen people. 

 

But we still have the same problem as when we read the prophet Isaiah, and it’s a problem that 

concerns all questions of hope. Namely, one of timing. Because when a mostly Gentile church 

reads these words today, it would be easy to erase the history between now and then, to read it as 

a vague statement of how Christ leads us to just get along. Just put aside all of your squabbling 

and all of your other signals of identity. Forget what sets you apart and find a greater identity in 

Christ. But Paul doesn’t make it so simple for us. Instead, Paul speaks specifically of God’s 

chosen people. 

 

Unlike the churches Paul wrote to, our churches aren’t really described as being Jewish or 

Gentile or both, anymore. Part of that has to do with timing, or history. Our relationship with 
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Jewish people as people of faith today is fraught, to say the least, in the shadow of anti-Semitism, 

blood libel, pograms, and the Holocaust. The modern state of Israel is not an easy stand-in for the 

historic Israel or the whole people Israel. And, I was reminded of how this evil lingers when I 

saw the news just this week of hip-hop artist Kanye West making reprehensible comments on 

Jewish people, up to outright Holocaust denial. And he’s not alone. And this is not even its most 

dangerous and more common form. 

 

In the face of this, Paul reminds us that it’s important to acknowledge the Jewish ground on 

which Jesus, the root of Jesse, is planted. And it’s also important to acknowledge the particularly 

Christian form that anti-Semitism has and still does take.  

 

Because when we speak of a hope as powerful as ours in Christ, when we speak of our identity in 

Christ that overshadows every other, we can too easily enclose other people in dwellings of our 

own making. We can limit them to our own ideas of redemption and salvation. Rather than the 

comfort of home and hearth, our faith can be like a boa constrictor for other people. 

 

We think fantasies and daydream for them how much better off they’d be instead of real hope for 

living together. But Paul threads this needle, a dangerous one, because Christ is so great, because 

Christ is immanent in God’s life outside of time and also immanent to return within it. The 

fantasy we have with daydreams of isolation isn’t as great as the hope we have together through 

this Jewish Christ in our own reality. 

 

Doing research for this sermon I found the story of the Cape Hatters lighthouse’s last principal 

keeper. His name was Unaka Jennette. “He was a native of Hatteras Island and was promoted to 

the position in 1919. He and his wife, Sudie, raised a family of seven at the station from 1919-

1936.” 

 

Later their middle child, Rany, recounted life on the island: “Their childhood was anything but 

the stereotypical isolated existence of a lighthouse keeper. … The light station was often the 

focal point of the community, particularly during the summer months when the sea breezes 

didn’t reach into the woods where the native islanders lived.” Rany remembered baseball, 

football, and “very competitive games of croquet” on the lighthouse grounds. He also recalled 

one Sunday afternoon when he and his father climbed the lighthouse 17 times to show visitors 

and friends. 

 

This beacon is not a beacon of isolation. It’s not one of being set apart from time and history and 

our identities right now or other people. This beacon is a focal point. We climb up and down it 

many times in our life. It’s present in our tattered, wounded histories, our histories of violence 

and pain and grief and loneliness, but it’s so much more. 

 

And so we can hope. We can hope in a God who is fully present in Christ, who came first to 

Israel but will have us, too. Thanks be to God.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


