30th November 2008
Is 64: 1-9

A cry from the heart

Distressing scenes
I’m sure we’ve seen those pictures staring out at us from the pages of papers or on our television screens where there has been some very personal tragedy. I can think of several recently and we have witnessed it again this week – with the family of Hannah Foster the murdered teenager from Southampton, at the conclusion of her murder’s trial. 

I don’t know how you react to them but for me they have a deep impact. What makes it more poignant is it that is seems out of our national character; to display such raw emotion because by and large we don’t do emotion – we tend to keep things bottled up. So I can be a little torn between thinking why show this very personal and distressing picture but by doing so it is starting to break down that ‘stiff upper lip’ type of thinking.

A church attitude?
We can be a bit like that in church – by and large we don’t do emotion at that kind of level. And some would argue why should we – after all haven’t we got some really good news to tell to the world? Well yes we have, but the reality is that we sometimes we don’t feel like celebrating when we come into church and we can feel quite frustrated and annoyed by this entire upbeat atmosphere.

The Bible unsurprisingly doesn’t always give an upbeat picture. There are plenty of examples especially in the psalms where the frustrations, pain and anger are clearly being felt by the author are being expressed in the words he addresses to God. 

A cry from the heart

Our reading from Isaiah is a case in point – because of its tone it could perhaps be more appropriately placed in the Psalms rather than a prophetic book. However as we shall see shortly the reason it’s here lies in the nature of the Book of Isaiah.

We have come in part way through what is generally accepted to be a collective national lament. This started in chapter 63: 7 and finishes a few verses after our reading. What has prompted this collective lament? 

We can find clues in places either side of our reading – ‘but now our enemies have trampled down your sanctuary.’ (63:18) and ‘your sacred cities have become a desert...Jerusalem a desolation…our…temple…has been burned with fire.’(64:10-11).These are for the author desolate times, and the events written about were probably within the living memory of people. Not only had the people witnessed these things but as a result had been deported and were in exile.

What is being said?

The reading begins with a plea to God to reappear to his people as he did at the time of the Exodus (Ex 19). Events like that would have been very familiar and part of every Jew’s upbringing – as their history was told and retold over the generations. The language used here is very passionate and is reminiscent of earlier times when God appeared to his people and is recorded elsewhere. We find similar descriptive language used in Micah 1:3-4 and Habakkuk 3:3-6.

The tone suddenly changes in the second half of verse 5 – and what we read is an acknowledgement that the people have got things wrong, they have moved away from God and tried to do things in their own strength – which as the events the author writes about shows, have spectacularly failed.  
The final part refocuses on God, as the author pleas on behalf of the people for him not to forget them. As an aside we see here the origins of the Lord’s Prayer positioned in our services after a time of confession, especially in the reference to Our Father – in verse 8.
Advent

The pleading expressed by the author of Isaiah for God to reappear is as relevant for us as then. We tend to think as post- Resurrection people – that God in Christ has already appeared and identified himself with his people. Whilst that is true, the importance for us is how we now view the season of Advent.  Advent not only reminds us of the birth of Christ – his first coming but we should be eagerly anticipating his second coming when the whole earth will be brought under his control and reign. The same eager expectation can be heard in the words of Isaiah. 

Christmas can seem a frantic time – we tend to spend an enormous amount of thought, emotion and energy preparing for Christmas. But do we give ourselves time to prepare for Christ? For many, Christmas occurs without any reference to the birth of Christ; it has degenerated into a commercial opportunity. As Christians we need to take a counter cultural view of Christmas – making time and space to think and pray at a deeper level than the secular approach to Christmas allows.

How should we focus this thinking and prayer?  The writer of Isaiah is asking for the Lord to bring about the redemption he has promised. We on the other hand have seen that redemption in the face of Christ and our focus could properly be directed to the completion of all the work God has done in Christ and eagerly pray for Christ’s coming again.    
Advent heightens this sense of waiting. On the one hand that’s very exciting but it also brings into sharp focus of how unprepared we are for it. I came across these very wise words from a Benedictine monk – ‘we should live each day as if it was our last.’ If we think about that for a moment the enormity of that advice is quite staggering – how often do we put things off in our lives? I’m not thinking about those practical things that make up the routine of our daily lives. I’m thinking about those deep relational issues we have with those we are very close to. We have read and heard especially in recent month’s headlines that call for healing in our broken society. Whilst there is much truth in that – our own influence on that starts on a more personal level.

To help us we are reminded of Jesus’ own words – ‘as I have loved you, so you must love one another.’ (Jn 13:34) and one way that Paul helpfully gives - ‘do not let the sun go down while you are still angry’ (Eph 4:26). Because to do he says will give the devil a foothold. 
In our Advent thinking and praying why not examine those relationships and see if the Lord is prompting you to heal a hurt and by doing so restore that relationship. This type of reflection can help us all to be more prepared for the true focus of Advent. 
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