 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
Restore Us, O God, to...Hope!


Psalm 80 1-7, 17-19; Isaiah 64:1-8

Both of our Scriptures for today are examples of Biblical “laments”. They begin with a plea to God.  A lament is defined as a cry of need to God in the context of a crisis where Israel lacks the resources to help herself. Put simply, a lament is an appeal for divine help in a time of distress.

Psalm 80 is thought to have originated in the northern kingdom around 722BC, at the time of the fall of the northern kingdom to the Assyrians. The northern kingdom was devastated and in ruins. Over time, the psalm found its way into the worship material of the southern kingdom.

The words of Isaiah 64 are thought to have originated during the return from the Babylonian exile. The Persians had allowed the Israelites to return home, had even provided a military escort to insure their safety during their travels across the desert. But what they found when they returned to the land was disheartening and disappointing. 

Both of these passages are examples of what John Calvin called “sorrowful prayers.”  Amid calamitous circumstances, the people of God dare to affirm that God reigns and that God can be trusted to transform their circumstances and restore them. The prayers are, at the same time, acts of faith and hope.

Both of these passages reflect the people of God being in a world of hurt and looking to God for redemption. “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down,” cries the prophet. “Give ear, O shepherd of Israel...,” sings the psalmist. The church year begins right here on this first Sunday in Advent with a call to God by the prophet and the psalmist–for God to come down and change everything.

Isaiah urges God to “tear open the heavens and come down.”  What the people found upon their return from exile was enough to send them wailing and tearing their garments. The proud city of Jerusalem was in ruins; the beautiful temple built by Solomon was completely leveled; the farm lands were abandoned and overgrown. The task of recovery was daunting. The Davidic dynasty was gone. The people were demoralized and in despair. 

Into this scene, the prophet utters his lament to God, challenging Him to come down and do His redemptive work. It is both a prayer of trust that God will do his mighty work and a confession that the future of the people–the hope of the people–rests only in God. Indeed, in verse eight the prophet writes: Yet, O Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand.
These words are powerful as we begin this Advent season in 2011. As I survey our world, there are all around us scenes of utter desolation, whether from tornado or  earthquake or wildfire or drought. We just are overwhelmed with the extent of the desolation and wonder how it all will be rebuilt. 

There is so much poverty and hunger and homelessness in our world. There is so much hate and violence and war. I sometimes wish with the prophet that God would “tear open the heavens and come down.” And when he comes, I hope he will bring with him a really big stick and clean up all the mess and chaos that are loose in our world.

But, then, this is Advent. And Advent, if nothing else, is a celebration of the truth that God has already torn “open the heavens and come down.” He has come down–not with a big stick in his hand, but as a child born at Christmas time. He has come to scatter abroad in our world the most powerful antidote to all our hate and misery: he has poured out into our lives the power of love and compassion. He has given to us the gift of hope. And He has called us to be the people of Advent–the people of love and compassion, working to clear our world of hate and need and corruption and war. 

Maybe what we need to do this Advent season is, not so much pray for God to come, but pray for forgiveness for our being so inattentive to his coming and so ineffectual in our service and discipleship. Maybe we need to pray for renewal of strength and mercy and vision as we do the work of redemption in a world of need.

You see, this is what the Bible means by “hope.” Hope in the Bible is not wishful thinking or intense desire for something to happen. Hope in the Bible is confidence in and commitment to the reality that God has already determined.  As believers in Jesus Christ, this promise is given to us as the “Kingdom of God,” that future reality with God that God began in Jesus and promises to us as a consequence of our faith

Now what does all this have to do with us here in Columbia on this first Sunday of Advent, 2011? Advent comes with its disruption of the ordinary and the routine. Advent is a season of anticipation and preparation for God’s order in our world. Advent is that time when we remember and celebrate when God came to us as a baby. Advent is that time when we remember and give thanks for God’s coming into our own lives as savior and Lord. And Advent is that time when we look forward to God doing what God has already promised to do.

Advent comes as a call for us to honestly look at our world and at our relationship to it. Advent makes us keenly aware that we do live in a crucial “in between” time. Advent comes affirming that we do live in a world of darkness and chaos, and in the not yet of the promise of God’s new work. It begins a new church year and announces the call to confess and acknowledge and celebrate the utter newness of what God is doing in the world and extending the call to walk with God in his paths.

 Now I don’t know how you hear these words, but for me they seem to change everything–not necessarily in how we celebrate Christmas, but maybe in how we prepare for Christmas. 

During this Advent season, we need to listen to God’s calling us to look beyond the present moment to the time when Jesus will come and usher in God’s kingdom in all its fullness. This core truth of the gospel message and the historic Christian faith is one thing that keeps me sane a lot of the time. We live in an age in which injustice and unfairness is rampant and widespread, and this gospel truth of Christ’s return assures me that this is indeed God’s world and his righteousness will prevail. 

We live in a world where too often the only way we know how to settle differences between us is to do violence to the other person, and this gospel truth assures me that God’s kingdom of peace and love will ultimately prevail. 

We live in a world where we oppress those who are different from us, and this gospel truth assures me that God will act to set right our acts of unkindness and meanness.

So today, we begin the season of preparation, not just for Christmas day, but also for that grand and wonderful day when there will be no more pain or sorrow or suffering and death. And running through all our Advent experience, past, present and future is the note of hope–confidence that God will act to deliver his people. As God did in the Prophet Isaiah’s day, so God will do today. 

So let us join with the prophet to cry out to God: Tear open the heavens and come down. Let us pray as the Psalmist prayed, that God will...stir up your might and come and save us. Restore us, O God, let your face shine, that we may be saved.  

Restore us, O God, to hope!     Restore to us, O God, hope!

