Page | 8

Tedd Pullano
Ogden 12-03-2017
Let me remind you that the folks we read about today, the Israelites, are the people of God.  Let me remind you that Jesus was an Israelite, so these are Jesus’ people.  These Israelite people are our ancestors in the faith and people with whom we are deeply connected by faith.  These are the people, if we lived several thousand years ago, that we would be getting together to worship with.  These are the people we would be sharing ministry with.

Isaiah 63:7-14, 64:1-9               
7 I will recount the gracious deeds of the Lord, the praiseworthy acts of the Lord, because of all that the Lord has done for us, and the great favor to the house of Israel that he has shown them according to his mercy, according to the abundance of his steadfast love. 8 For he said, ‘Surely they are my people, children who will not deal falsely’; and he became their savior 9 in all their distress. It was no messenger or angel but his presence that saved them; in his love and in his pity he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old. 10 But they rebelled and grieved his holy spirit; therefore he became their enemy; he himself fought against them. 11 Then they remembered the days of old, of Moses his servant. Where is the one who brought them up out of the sea with the shepherds of his flock?
Where is the one who put within them his holy spirit, 12 who caused his glorious arm to march at the right hand of Moses, who divided the waters before them to make for himself an everlasting name, 13 who led them through the depths? Like a horse in the desert, they did not stumble. 14 Like cattle that go down into the valley, the spirit of the Lord gave them rest.  Thus you led your people, to make for yourself a glorious name.
64  O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your presence— 2 as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil—to make your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might tremble at your presence! 3 When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect, you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence.  4 From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who works for those who wait for him. 5 You meet those who gladly do right, those who remember you in your ways. But you were angry, and we sinned; because you hid yourself we transgressed. 6 We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth. We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. 7 There is no one who calls on your name, or attempts to take hold of you; for you have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity. 8 Yet, O Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand. 9 Do not be exceedingly angry, O Lord, and do not remember iniquity forever. Now consider, we are all your people.  

O Come, O Come

It has been about 10 years since I went on my first international mission trip.  On that trip I went to the Dominican Republic for a mission trip that lasted 8 days.  It was an extraordinary time of caring and helping some folks who desperately needed it.  We worked on agricultural issues as well as fed sick and malnourished infants.  It was joy to be able to do some wonderful things and minister to folks there.  But it was the first time I had been out of the country like that – the first time I had been away from my family like that.  So when it came time for us to head back to the airport and fly home, I was ready.  I appreciated being there and helping out and growing as a person, but I had the departure date set in my mind and I was counting on that.  We had been in a very remote place, so other than one phone call I had been completely out of contact with my family for those 8 days.  I really missed them.  Well, let me clarify.  I say that I missed them, but honestly, it was more than that.  I needed to see them; to be with them; to feel their presence.  It was a deep seated urge to be with them, to see them, to hear their voices, to feel their hugs.  It was more than missing someone – it was a longing, an aching.  It was something I felt not just in my heart, but in my body as well.  I missed them desperately – I needed to be with them – I longed for them.  My world could only be right with them in it.

Have you ever experienced that?  That deep longing for maybe for someone or for a situation to be made right?  Unfortunately, I believe many, if not all of you have at some point.  Perhaps, with the circumstances of your life are, with the way the world is, you are feeling it right now.  If so, if you know what that longing in the middle of pain and stress is, then you can understand this passage we read today.  You see, the people involved, the Israelites, are feeling that way.  

When we see them they are in a painful and difficult place.  They have been through the wringer.  They have been enslaved in Egypt for a long time; they wandered in the desert for 40 years; they were in their homeland and then viscously ripped from there and enslaved again in a different country.  And now they are home again and essentially, everyone is sad and depressed and unhappy.  Things are not as they had hoped they would be.  The Temple, their “church”, God’s House, is gone; friends and loved ones are gone.  They are despairing.  And in that deep place of pain, they are incredibly needy.  They are longing, much like the longing I mentioned earlier.  They are longing for the one thing that they know will satisfy their deep pain: God Almighty.  

You see, they know.  They know that it is only God who can help them recover and be strong and courageous and joy-filled.  They know it is only God who can restore, heal and comfort them.  If we read more of this passage, we would know they have misbehaved and turned their backs on God many times, but still they know.  They know it is only God.  They know this because he has shown up powerfully in the past.  In the passage we read, we hear them recount times from the past when he came down and did incredible, awesome deeds.  When he came down and the mountains trembled; when he came down and parted the Red Sea or brought them up out of the land of Egypt by the hand of Moses, or when he sent them food and drink in the desert.  They know, this passage tells us, that their God, who is also our God, is the God of comfort and strength, the greatest God of all time: “From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you.”  The God of Israel is THE GOD.  End of story.  And these folks, in their deep pain and longing, continue to place their hopes in God.

And yet, at this desperate time in their history, God is nowhere to be found.  Did you catch that in our reading?  In this desperate time of struggle and pain and need, they can’t find God.  From chapter 63: “Where is the one who brought them up out of the sea with the shepherds of his flock? Where is the one who put within them his holy spirit, who caused his glorious arm to march at the right hand of Moses. For you have hidden your face from us.”  These people, the people of God, have this deep need of healing and restoration they know only God can provide and yet they cannot find him.  How maddening is that?  How painful must that longing be?  It must have hurt them down to their core – deep in their souls.  

Do you know how these folks feel?  Ever been unable to find God?  Ever have that deep longing for God’s comfort and find yourself saying: “O that you would tear open the heavens come down”.  I do.  Remember my story at the beginning about my trip to the DR?  Well, on the way to the airport on our last day, we fell way behind schedule.  Way behind.  It became quite apparent that there was a good possibility we would miss our flight home.  And as that reality set in, I experienced this deep anxiety.  I was ready to go home.  I needed to go home.  And when I thought I was not going to get there, thought I was going to be stuck in the DR, I felt that longing for home, that longing to be with my family deep in my body.  I had this incredible pain in my chest.  Right here.  It was tight, it ached, it throbbed.  I couldn’t think straight.  I thought I was going to throw up.  I longed for comfort, but I couldn’t find it.

In our passage that’s where the Israelites are.  They are longing for God’s presence.  And that’s where we find God’s Word for us today.  What I think is absolutely brilliant about this passage is that in the midst of that difficult place, in the midst of that painful time, in the midst of not being able to find the only source of healing and restoration – God Almighty – they still had hope and trust in God.  Even in the midst of wondering where God was and why he wasn't there for them, they did not waver in their belief in a good and loving God who could bring comfort.  Amen?  Though they could not find him at that very moment, they knew he was their God, they knew he loved them and they knew he was their source of healing and strength and comfort and restoration.  They knew.  Not up in their heads.  They knew deep in their hearts, their souls.  When you read these words from our text, you feel their trust.  They knew that God was God; and God was their God.  Nothing could change that for them.  No situation could change that.  No depth of despair could change that.  No inability to find him at that moment could change the fact that he was their God and they were his people.  So they were willing to wait for God.  They were willing to trust that God was coming and they were able to wait.  And even better?  They knew he personally was coming, right?  Not some messenger the text says, but God almighty.  Not some angel the text says, but God’s own presence.  They waited and they trusted.  Here this final cry: “Yet, O Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand. Now consider, we are all your people.”

I am so thankful for the honesty of this passage.  I am so grateful for the scriptural witness of people who, even in rough times, do not forget about God or give up on God.  I love that they wait longingly, expectantly for God, because even when it seems like he is hiding or missing, he is still God and is still the one to be counted on.  And so they wait.

Sisters and brothers, I believe the season of Advent is a gift.  As we enter the season of Advent today, we too are waiting.  We too are longing.  Advent is, I believe, a time of waiting and preparing.  It is a time to prepare for the coming of the One – and like it says in this passage – not a messenger, not an angel, but the One true God.  I believe in Advent we must wait before we celebrate.  And let me emphasize that it is not a time of passive waiting.  It is not a time to sit back in our lounge chairs with a nice glass of wine or a cup of coffee and just wait for God to break into this world or show up at our door on Christmas.  The next few weeks are a season of active, sometimes painful, and yet always bold and active seeking.  It is a season when we “gird up our loins” and go in search of the God who is coming to us who can bring us healing, restoration, comfort, peace.  

Please, accept the invitation this Advent to boldly and honestly seek God out.  Do not just sit back waiting for Christmas morning hoping he shows up.  There are many ways you can prepare and search for God.  Do an Advent Fast – give up something for Advent as a way of focusing on God; use an Advent devotional – I have one I printed out – or use the Jesse Tree devotional if you have little ones; play Bible roulette every day where you just flip open the Bible and read a passage from where it opens to and see what it says to you; reach out and visit a few people and be in community; worship; in you nativity scenes leave the manger empty until Christmas morning as a reminder of looking for God; look for God each day in your comings and goings and keep a log of where you find her; celebrate someone you know each day at dinner; go out and look at the stars at night; read a Christmas book – I recommend the Greatest Christmas Pageant Ever.  Those are but a few suggestions.  I'm sure you have more.  Even as God breaks into our world, go out in expectant hope to find him, read in expectant hope to meet him, worship in expectant hope to experience him, pray in expectant hope to be connected to him.  Then, on Christmas morning, it will be different.  You will not be disappointed.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
