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God’s Great Insteads
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
I realize I may be in the minority, but the church’s season of Advent is my favorite.  Now don’t get me wrong, I love Christmas when we sing about the joy God has sent to the world in the birth of Jesus.  And, it should go without saying that I love the season of Easter when the church bears witness to God’s power conquer death with the news of resurrection and my new life.  But if pressed, I would have to say that my favorite season is Advent, for, as I always remind my good friend Chris Joiner—a pastor in Tennessee—it’s the one time of year that I can wallow in pathos and not feel too guilty about it.

Heidi Neumark, a Lutheran pastor, has written an amazing account of her first church in the South Bronx.  Her book is about the amazing transformation that her church underwent over the course of several years.  Imagine my surprise to hear my own thoughts echoed in her words.  She, too, loves Advent, and she gives a great description of why that’s true for her:

“Probably the reason I love Advent so much is that it is a reflection of how I feel most of the time.  I might not feel sorry during Lent, when the liturgical calendar begs repentance.  I might not feel victorious, even though it is Easter morning.  I might not feel full of the Spirit, even though it is Pentecost and the liturgy spins out fiery gusts of ecstasy.  But during Advent, I am always in sync with the season.  Advent unfailingly embraces and comprehends my reality.  And what is that?  I think of the word longing.  Advent is when the church can no longer contain its unbearable, unfulfilled desire and the cry of longing breaks forth:  Come, Lord Jesus!  O come, O come, Emmanuel!”
  I think I understand what she means.
There is no better companion for the church’s Advent journey than the prophet Isaiah.  Two Sundays ago we joined our voices to his when we looked around us and we saw the misery and the hurt of people we love—we contemplated a broken and bruised world—and we raised our heads to the heavens and cried out in desperation to God:  “Tear open the heavens and come down and save us.”

And we were there last week when Isaiah announced that God was on the way, and that nothing was going to stop God’s getting to us.  We rejoiced at Isaiah’s beautiful image of the hills and mountains bowing down and the valleys being lifted up and the rough places becoming smooth.  Nothing was going to stop God from getting to us—no obstacle, nothing in creation, no diagnosis, no pink slip, no betrayal.  No, Isaiah announced the news to those languishing in exile:  God is coming, and God will lead you home.  It was a way of saying that everything for which the people had been longing was about to break forth in their midst.

By the time of our reading from Isaiah 61, the people are back home.  But it wasn’t what they remembered or expected.

My grandparents lived on Highway 460 right in the heart of Grundy, Virginia, a coal town the southwestern part of the state.  Grundy is an amazingly rugged town forged out of the mountains.  My granddad always said he would have never stayed there if he could have found a place to turn around.  Growing up in Texas, I would make the journey to their house every other year or so, and it was an amazing thing to do.
It was a huge house, with an amazing garden out to the side.  And I remember being young and in shape and I would run laps around the house, and it seemed that each lap was at least a mile.  It was just an amazing place to go—the table was always filled with good food—and everything about it made the long drive, even with a brother and a sister in the back seat, bearable.

Perhaps you’ve had the same experience, though. When I grew up, I went back to that house and found something entirely different.  It wasn’t nearly as large as I thought it was in my mind.  It wasn’t anything like what I remembered and pictured in my mind or pictured there.
Have you ever been back to a place that didn’t measure up to your expectations?

I dare say that some of us will spend these next 2 weeks before Christmas trying to get back to that place of “the perfect family celebration of Christmas.”  And you’ve got it in your mind exactly what that looks like, and we will spend untold hours in preparation, and the day will come and we will look back and say, “It didn’t measure up again.”  Something was not like that magical Christmas that we have in our memory.

I remember reading in college Thoreau’s piece on Walden Pond—that beautiful image of his time spent there captivated my mind, and so when I was a student at Princeton Seminary, I took a weekend trip to see this place so vivid in my mind.  But when I got there, it wasn’t anything like what I had pictured.  Half of it was paved over, and there is all of this commercial stuff.

I suspect you know what that’s like—to try to get to a place where you’ve been before—or perhaps only read about, and you got there and found yourself asking, “How can this be?”
Have you ever been back and been disappointed?

If you understand that, then you can understand something of what the prophet is describing at the end of the Book of Isaiah.

You remember the first part of the book is all about the prophet warning the people, “Change your ways or exile is coming.”
And then the middle part of the book you discover that the people are in exile because they didn’t change their ways.  They are waiting in exile, waiting in silence.  And God finally breaks the silence, saying “Comfort, comfort.  Every valley will be lifted up and every mountain and hill made low.  Comfort; you’re going home.”  And the people who had been in that land, learning the story and remembering Zion, start to rejoice because they have heard the word of comfort and know that they’re going home.  Comfort, you’re going home.
And then they get there.  And that’s what the final part of the book is all about—the people are home, but everything is totally different.  All is destroyed—their homes; their fields; even the Temple.  It’s nothing but a pile of rocks.

Can’t you picture it?  The people are singing and dancing all the way home, only to see the place and weep—tears tinged with joy to be sure, but also real tears of sorrow for what now is—destruction and ruins.

Have you ever gone back and found yourself terribly disappointed?  And that happens not just with places, or families, but it can happen to faith too.
You wake one day to discover the foundation on which you have built your life has been shaken—perhaps shattered to ruins.  But the good news is that Isaiah reminds us that God isn’t in the business of having people live in ruins.  God anoints a messenger to gospel the people—to give them good news, to announce the end, to say “the ancient ruins, you will build up.”
And for centuries, the people of Israel waited for one upon whom the Spirit of the Lord rested, one who spoke good news to the poor, one who binds up the brokenhearted; one who frees those held captive; who comforts those who mourn.  They watched and waited for the promised one who would make things right.

And one day, as Luke tells the story, one day this promised one entered the synagogue and stood up to read from the scroll of the prophet Isaiah:  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me.”  And he announced good news to the people—he gospeled the people—setting free and making right and leading them deeper into the kingdom.

And then he said this:  “Today, this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

And later, when John the Baptist is in prison, he sends two of his disciples to Jesus, who ask him in longing words, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we wait for another?”

And Jesus sends those disciples back to John with these instructions:  “Tell John what you’ve seen and heard—the blind see; the deaf hear; good news is shared.”

What Isaiah and Jesus announce is that God is in the business of offering the gospel word—instead.  Instead of these things that plague you…God will do a new thing.
Instead of grief…new life.
Instead of sadness…joy.
Instead of weariness and despair…hope.
Instead of war…peace.
Instead of destruction….new life bubbling up and rising up even in the most unexpected places.
Advent is the time to name all of these things that plague us, that sap the joy and purpose from life, and to announce the good news that we will be gospeled.  We are made new by the great instead of God, who turns our mourning into dancing.

I mentioned my grandparents house earlier.  In the floor of the upstairs hallway, there was a heating grate through which we grandkids used to look down on the adults seated at the table below.  It’s amazing how different the world looked through the lens of that grate.
That’s what Isaiah gives us—time and time again.  It is to look as if we are children on our knees—not just at what we see—but at how different life is when it is viewed through this lens of the promise that God will come and save us.  And we cannot hear that if we ignore the reality of all the things that make us long in anticipation for God to come.  So may these last days of Advent be days when the church can name without fear everything that haunts us, because we are convinced that in Jesus Christ—the One whose birth we await—all will be made new.
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