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O Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay and you 



Are our potter: We are all the work of your hand.








Isaiah 64:8

It doesn't seem possible that Thanksgiving is past and we've begun the mad dash to Christmas.  Much to the chagrin of some Black Friday even began at 10 p.m. Thursday this year—just in case we didn't have enough shopping time!  Where does the time go?  My mother used to say that as we grew older time seems to speed up, which seemed absurd to me as a fifteen year old, but which now makes more sense. 


Of course, as we begin Advent, church seems out of step once again.  While the culture presses us to sing fa-la-la-la-la and have vision of sugar plum fairies dancing in our heads, the church in its lectionary reading for today invites us to sing a lament, to pause, to step back, to wait so we can grasp first what all the hullabaloo is about.


Read Isaiah 64:1-9


The text comes from the time of the exile, when much of Israel was sent to captivity in Babylon.  Life seemed pretty bleak, and these exiles  are pretty certain that nothing much is ever going to change.  You know how we get—what is always will be—wars and rumors of war are the lot of humanity, Congress is in disarray, unable to make a decision—the economy is a mess.  More of the same, nothing ever changes.   


Isaiah's prayer is one of desperation—a heart wrenching plea that God would tear the heavens apart, come down, and break in like God used to do.  Things have gotten so bad that nothing less than God's intervention will do.  


It's hard to capture the spirit of this cry, but I want to give it a try.  I read these lines as part of a dignified scripture reading, but I want us to try reading them, as if we were really desperate ,  determined to get God to hear our plea and do something.  Imagine you are in exile—ripped from your home; or imagine you are in despair—no job, home about to be foreclosed, in deep depression about the needs of a family need, in battle surrounded by the enemy, at your wit's end dealing with an untenable work situation, watching your child get sicker and sicker and they don't know the cause.  You're desperate for help from God.  Let's try it: O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that mountains would quake at your presence…make your name known…so that the nations might tremble at your presence."— This is tough for us, because we're not in that situation, exactly—or maybe we've just given up thinking God might have anything to do with our need.  


We who read this at Advent through New Testament eyes may be remembering  that the gospels use this graphic apocalyptic language of tearing the heaven apart at two points in Jesus ministry---the heaven are torn apart and God comes down at Jesus baptism and again, at the time of Jesus' crucifixion.   To the desperate plea, where are you God, the Christmas story tells us, he has come in Jesus Christ---and the offers fulfillment to that prophetic hope of a world beyond the present arrangement, a world where there is good news, liberty, comfort, garlands instead of ashes, and slaves and exiles that are free to come home. 

Isaiah is terribly honest about the people's plight.   Where God is absent, the prophet says, the people transgress, mess up, sin.  Accountability disappears and we seek to get away with what we can get away with.   We become "like one who is unclean", we stop trying to "take hold of" God.  Who wants to think of sin in Advent, but Isaiah and his people mince no words.  We know there are problems, but attribute mess-ups to all kinds of other things—tough economic times, poverty, bad parenting, a lack of appropriate education, insufficient governmental regulation, greed of the mortgage brokers—but Scripture says when we mess up, we must see beyond the other partial explanations, to the underlying cause, which it says is sin… our avoidance of and separation from God and his purposes for us.  


Did you read about the arrest of some 20 students for cheating on the SAT tests—paying from $200 to $3000 to have "successful" test takers sign in for them. .  They were from Great Neck, NY the next town over from where we used to live in Oyster Bay—a community where nearly 100% of the students go to college, where high achievement is expected, and the parents are not only rather wealthy, but often quite accomplished in their fields.  We know people why live there and teach in that school district—and one can make excuses—it was the pressure of having to get into a good college and so forth---but beneath it all it was a sign of a lack of a moral compass; where God is not present, the people sin.  

Our first Advent candle was the candle of Hope, but ironically the starting place for us in this season, is that we are out of hope.  There is nothing inside us that can save.  And so we are invited to wait before our rush to joy, to pause to admit that we need redemption before we sing carols of redemption.    It is always a sore point in the church that worship leaders want us to hold back the singing of Christmas carols, which are already blaring out at us at the malls.  What kind of Scrooge are you, to defer our celebration of Christmas until December 25.   But before we boldly sing "Christ the Savior is born" and ""born to give us second birth" we need to consider why it is we need a savior.   It is the hope of this season that God would grant us the honesty and patience to wait long enough to find some real salvation, and not be satisfied by superficial celebration, a cultural observation which reveals no depth of faith.    

Isaiah's plea is for a God to break in powerfully, obviously, dramatically, as in the days of the Exodus, so people would have to pay attention.   And sometimes we yearn for that. But when Isaiah writes of God doing "awesome deeds that we did not expect," it is not likely his hearers anticipated that God would come in the guise of a baby, vulnerable, fragile, unnoticed.  He would make his mark, and still does, but as one whose power would be shown not by force, but rather by the way of servanthood, and suffering, and the cross.     God's redemption would not happen within the boundaries of the rationality of the dominant society; God's redemption would not be limited by common sense, government press releases, or the confines of everyday experience. 

The breaking in of the God who reveals himself quietly in Jesus Christ begins with us, as we allow ourselves—our attitudes and actions, our desires and decisions, to be shaped by Jesus.  Isaiah uses one of the most familiar of illustrations in describing God as a great artist, who molds the clay into a wonderful treasure.  We are the clay—not the finished pot, but the clay, which needs to be shaped and molded and formed by the attentiveness of a loving parent.   The brother of a friend of mine became a rather celebrated potter, and it was a marvel to watch him work.  One thing I remember clearly was that the clay first had to be made malleable.  Water had to be added and the clay worked over and over again, before it was pliable enough to be placed on the potters' wheel and turned into something beautiful.   And the potter didn't just work randomly, but inevitable had something unique and special in mind with each piece of clay. Sometimes the potter would place his hand deep into the pot, shaping it from within.  Sometimes the potter was pushing, prodding, poking, exerting pressure and then letting up---all so that the beautiful shape might be created. 


Do you like that image of our relationship to God?  Does it reflect the reality of how we open ourselves to God—pliable, malleable, receptive to God's shaping---or do we sometimes seek to be the potter, shaping God to fit our needs and desires.  Matthew Henry, a great biblical commentator of the 18th century, reminds us of the covenantal relationship between us and God:

The happiness of God’s people is bound up with what God has designed for them and is preparing for them and preparing them for; what he has done or will do. 

Like the seed in Jesus' parable, growing quietly, day and night, we know not how, God's kingdom is built within us, when we are shaped by the word and the spirit and formed by the community of faith.    

Too much contentment is the enemy of understanding either Isaiah or Jesus on the 1st Sunday in Advent.  If we are too pleased with things as they are, too settled with present arrangements, if we really believe that this world, as it is now, is as good as it gets, then it will be hard for us to hear these Advent words as good news.   These words tend to be heard best by those who from time to time are driven to cry " Lord, split open the heavens and come down to save us," and who know that Jesus has come down to save us, and will, if we let him, mold and shape us and our world as the potter does the clay, hour by hour, day by day, year by year.   The coming of Christmas means we never keep singing the same song, as if that's all there will ever be, but express the hope of the song, "O Come, O Come, Immanuel, and ransom captive Israel."  

Prayer:  Lord, in this season of Advent, hold us back.  Help us to wait, to prepare, to see our need for a Savior, and then let us allow you to mold us and form us as the potter shapes clay, to the end that our world might embrace hope and we may discover your new possibilities ever before us. In Jesus name. Amen. 
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