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Christmas begins with Advent, and Advent begins with the prophets, and the prophets? They start with a shout: “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!” Isaiah cries. (Isaiah 64:1)
Advent – at least as the Hebrew seers of old experience it – is not for the weak-kneed or faint of heart. There is a desperate and frantic urgency in the words of Isaiah. “O, that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your presence-- as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil.” (Isaiah 64:1-2)
All is not sweetness and light in this Advent. No strings of fanciful holiday colors hanging cheerfully in the trees of Isaiah’s vision. The way he sees it those trees would be consumed by fire. 

Isaiah is not asking God for a subtle or quiet little appearance here or there. This is a summons of clear and immediate need: now, God, we need you. Come, as you did in the days of old, when the mountains trembled at your presence and the people quaked. Come as wind that sweeps through the desert, blowing away our iniquity. Come as fire that consumes all that is wrong with us and with our world. 

There is nothing passive about the prophetic call for help from heaven. Isaiah’s Advent starts with the recognition that we need a Savior and we need that Savior now.

This is a great year for a serious Advent. Day after day, week after week we hear more news of violence among the peoples of the earth. Terrorist attacks in India. Civil War in Congo. Bombings in Baghdad. Isaiah’s “boots of tramping warriors and garments rolled in blood” have become our boots of trampling shoppers. (Isaiah 9:5)  Madness and mayhem here and abroad. Suffering from one end of the earth to the other. An economy in chaotic freefall. Jobs drying up. Homes being lost. Hope in short supply and fear on the rise.

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!

From the prophet’s point of view, there is always reason for the advent of God among us, for we human beings always wander from the way of God. We always miss the mark. We always go astray. Our need for God never diminishes, but there are times when that need grows fierce in our hearts, when the beasts and demons of this world seem to overrun us, and we are lost. These days feel like those times. 

It is Advent, and not a moment too soon.

“Let all mortal flesh keep silence,” an anonymous poet writes in the fourth century, “and with fear and trembling stand.” 

That is the way of Advent: to stand and wait in silence, trembling for Someone beyond us.
“Ponder nothing earthly minded, for with blessing in his hand,

Christ our God to earth descendeth, our full homage to demand.”

The Second Coming of Jesus is not part of the common vocabulary of our faith, at least not in this community, and yet, there it is, running through the texts of the gospels and the epistles and the apocalyptic literature of the early church. One does not have to look too hard to see it: anticipation of a great reckoning looming large and frightening in the future. That end-time image depends on the return of Jesus – an Advent of eschatological proportions. 

“King of kings, yet born of Mary, as of old on earth he stood,

Lord of lords, in human vesture, in the body and the blood,

He will give to all the faithful his own self for heavenly food.”

Each time we celebrate communion we nod in the direction of this apocalyptic strain of biblical teaching. At the table we say, “For as often as we eat this bread and drink this cup we show forth our Lord’s death until he comes again.” 

The phrase may be so familiar to us – until he comes again – that we no longer pause to sense its import. The words connect us, even us, in our comfortable mainline Protestant pews, to the conviction that history will come to an end – that God does intend to return one day in the person of Jesus. All earth will resound and tremble with the power of his coming, and there will be judgment in that time.

That dark strand of apocalypse runs throughout scripture, not only in the writing of early Christians. We find it in the words of the Hebrew prophets about the Day of Yahweh, when all of history will be judged. On that day, the prophets foretell, the world will be covered in darkness and dread in the face of the terrible coming of the Lord. Mark echoes that same foreshadowing of doom when he writes:
“In those days, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.” (Mark 13:24-25)
This is serious stuff, and it is the way the Bible does Advent – quite a difference from our piped-in Christmas carol retreads, straining to bring a bit of light into an otherwise bleak season, as winter descends.

This year at Westminster our lay leaders and ministers have all agreed that we will invite people to come to church in Advent and Christmas, to see what things are like in this congregation. I encourage you to do the same. My job as preacher is to make the experience as enjoyable as possible for those first-timers who might drop in. I am afraid that this morning we have wandered too far into the gloom, but we begin with scripture when we worship, and the texts this morning see Advent like this.  

It will get better – and I can assure any guests here this morning that the rest of us are not exactly pleased with the dark tone of things, either. Our rational, Protestant religion does not do well with these darker images. We do not admit too much mystery or mysticism into our Christianity. We prefer things to be more manageable, more predictable – we are Presbyterians, after all. (It was at this pointing the sermon at the early service that the first Advent candle mysteriously blew out!) 

We do not like to lose control, but the notion of a divine entrance accompanied by fire and judgment suggests that, maybe – just maybe – we will have to relinquish our cherished place at the center, and make room for the one who comes.
If we are honest with ourselves, we know we need help. We know that our world has slipped into a dangerous place, where war and violence now appear as the responses of choice to political crises, where poverty and disease have the upper hand in vast areas of the globe, where the ecological crisis is undoing the goodness of creation, and where economic turmoil threatens to unravel the worldwide systems that make daily living possible. 
O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!

The kind of Advent of which the prophets write will not let us get away with a casual approach to Incarnation. Isaiah will not let us disconnect our faith from the way things are, as if we lived in a sort of spiritual bubble that rises above the messy reality of life on earth in our time. And so we ought to be right there with the prophet, urging God to come down, to come among us, to come again, to be born anew into our hearts and into our world. Do we not need that?  

Advent is a theological response – God’s answer – to an anthropological predicament: the human condition. That condition is the brokenness of the human family, our alienation from each other and from a deeper sense of purpose in life. We are consumed by fear – fear of others, fear of our circumstances, and, ultimately, fear of death. We withdraw into ourselves and close off the light. 

Advent acknowledges all of that and offers a theological reply: do not lose hope, for the one who comes will face our fears with us. Do not lose heart, for the one who comes will do away with estrangement by teaching us to love again. Do not give up, for the one who comes will remind us that the Source of Life conquers even death. We heard it from Isaiah: God is the potter, and we are the clay in God’s careful hands.

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!

We should not let Christmas happen until we can recognize our need for it, our need for a Savior. We should not gather in song and take delight in comfort and joy, until we have faced the darkness in our time and the shadows in our own hearts. We must go through the night to get to the dawn. We should not appear at the manger until we have named our longing for a new and different life. Otherwise, the Incarnation is wasted on us and nothing changes. 

Jesus comes, not merely because we want him, but because we need him. 

The Savior we need is the one who will free us, finally, to live as God intends for us to live. 

The Savior we need is the one who so overwhelms us with love that we, too, will love as if our lives depended on it. 

The Savior we need is the one who will give to us the power to begin again in our relationships, both personal and political, seeking forgiveness and finding new ways to live together. 

The Savior we need is the one who will teach us to be proper stewards of this good earth.

The Savior we need is the one who will renew the church, giving it a clear understanding of its mission in the world as the body of Christ. 

Let us celebrate an alternative kind of Christmas, centered not on consumption but on redemption, not on acquisition but on transformation. Are we ready for that kind of Christmas? That is what Mark is asking us in the gospel. Can we open ourselves to the possibility that God might, in fact, sweep into our world and into our lives and change the way things are by changing us?

Advent endeavors to rouse a slumbering world, where people have long ignored the signs of the coming of God. 

Well, ready or not, it is time: the heavens are being torn open, our God is coming down, and salvation is near at hand.

The fourth century poet saw it like this:
“Rank on rank the host of heaven, spreads it vanguard on the way,


As the Light of Light descendeth from the realms of endless day,


That the powers of hell may vanish as the darkness clears away.”

Thanks be to God. Amen.


Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.  Benediction:  And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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