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An Advent Cry for Help
Isaiah 64:1‑9

“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!”  Of all the ways to begin the season of Advent, this pleading cry of the prophet to God strikes me as the most vivid, the most real.  “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!”  There are no other words to begin Advent this year.

You see, I’ve always talked about Advent—the church’s season of preparation for Christmas—as a time when the church looks in two directions.  The word advent means “to come,” and so the church looks back with joy to how God entered the world in the flesh of Jesus.  And we also look forward to the day when Christ shall come again, to that day when all flesh shall see the glory of God, when every knee shall bow, in heaven and on earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord!  That’s why I’ve always talked about Advent as a time for the church to look in two directions.  We look back in joy and we look forward in hope, but whatever direction we look, we are marked by a deep longing.
And that longing is particularly real this year.  We’re not just looking to the past or to the future; we’re also looking at the present.  We’re looking at the world around us and we’re discovering what Isaiah saw when he looked around in his day.  He saw a world that was crumbling, a world whose very foundations were shifting beneath his feet.  And he did the only thing he knew to do.  He cried out for God to do something about it.  He shouted to God, “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down and fix this mess!”

In a very real way, Advent becomes a time when our longing merges with the longing of God.  It’s a time of watching in anticipation for the coming of God’s promised reign.  It’s a time of waiting for God to set things right.

When your world’s crumbling, when you have no where to turn, the only thing to do is to look to the heavens and beg God to come down and do something about it.  Though the words have been different, though we may not have used the exalted language of Isaiah, though our volume may have been more muted, we have filled the air with the same cry this year.  And for good reason.  We are keenly aware of the hurt around us—on our gulf coast to the South; in our own community here; in nations around the world that are devastated by earthquakes; in a world plagued with violence and despair and war—we know what it’s like to be a people who look around and see profound hurt. 

Walter Brueggemann has written that Advent is a community of hurt.   Advent “is the voice of those who know profound grief, who articulate it and do not cover it over.”

The people who celebrate Advent are those who are not afraid to name the hurt that engulfs them.  Advent is for those who refuse to numb themselves with placid thoughts of a better day.  It is for those for whom all hell is breaking loose and who have turned their life in every direction imaginable, looking for some help to come, only to find themselves shouting with Isaiah: “God, you do something about this!  Tear open the heavens and come down here and do something.  God, just do something to end the hurt.”

“Do something, God, to bring peace.”
 “Do something, God, to heal my family’s brokenness.”

“God, do something to let me keep my job.”

“Do something to get my child out of Iraq.”

“Do something to take away the anger that is consuming me.”

“Do something to break the hold grief has on me.”

“God, do something.  Wake up.  Come, come and help us!”

Whenever we discover that the world isn’t what we or God imagined it would be, when we recognize the hurt, we call out to God in hope that God will do something to set things right.

Isaiah knew that well.  At the beginning of the Book of Isaiah, the prophet speaks a word of warning to the people.  The next part of the book reveals that the people, failing to heed the warning, end up in exile in Babylon.  But here at the end of the Book, the people have finally returned to their homes. When the people of Israel returned from exile in Babylon, they went with glad hearts.  But when they arrived home, everything was different.  What had been fertile fields were now barren places.  What had been their homes were now ruins.  And, most horrible of all, what had been their Temple—God’s Temple—was nothing more than a pile of rocks.  Their world had literally crumbled and they began to wonder if God were done with them.  They wondered if God had abandoned them?  

And, then, with their hurt surrounding them and filling them, they cry out to the One in whom their hope is lodged.  They call out to their God, “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!”  It was their way of saying, “Do now what you have done for us before.  Remember how you led us out of captivity.  Remember how you fed us in the wilderness.  Remember how you have saved us and protected us and loved us.  Do again for us what you did before.”

All of this, you see, was couched in their remembering who they were as God’s people.  And they were not above reminding God that they belonged to God.  “You made us, God.  We are all your children.  Think about that, God.  We are yours.”  They realized at some deep place that no matter what their circumstances were, they belonged to God.  No matter how difficult the road, they were God’s.  No matter that they walked in ruins, they belonged to God.  And that was the beginning of their hope for God to end the hurt.  They belonged to God.

And so do we.   We belong to God.  Heart and soul, mind and body, we are God’s.  And that’s why when our world crumbles, we call to God, because we’re convinced that God can do something to set the world right.

And so, during these days of Advent, we will tell the truth.  We will not be afraid to name our hurt, because we cannot affirm our hope without it. And this is our hope: that even now God is in the midst of our world—knee-deep in the pain and hurt—and God is working out a day when all hurt will be ended.  
You remember several weeks ago that we gathered around this font to commission a team from this congregation to go the Mississippi Coast to do hurricane cleanup.  As a part of that team, I had never seen such devastation in my life.  We worked through Presbyterian Disaster Assistance, and their whole theme is out of chaos—hope.  And they kept saying to us as we gathered every morning and every night:  “You know, the people in whose homes you will be working think that you’re here to fix their houses.  But that’s not what you’re here to do.  What you are here to do is to be a visible sign of hope for these people who have lost everything, for these people who are in chaos as wild as it comes.  Your presence speaks to them of God’s hope.”

There’s not a better image for Advent than that—than chaos giving way to hope.

“O God, tear open the heavens and come down.  For we are your people, and we need you to save us.”
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