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The Season of Advent has always felt a little awkward to me as a preacher.  I feel caught between the world around me swirling in Christmas songs and shopping…while the Scriptures for the season keep challenging us to be thinking about our preparation for the Second Coming of Jesus.  What I LIKE about Advent is the way the liturgy, the music, and Scripture readings bring calmness to our lives that can sometimes be in chaos.  We are especially comforted with the readings from Isaiah we hear during Advent, which remind us of God’s loving care for us, even though we sometimes stray away from God. 

  

In the midst of a world that seems to be collapsing financially, and violence still explodes in various countries around the globe, this prayer of Isaiah from 2500 years ago helps us put words to our own petitions of 2008.  The words and structure of Isaiah’s prayer sound a lot like something we might cry out to God in our own times.  The significance of Isaiah’s prayer is that it demonstrates four different phases of prayer that we often go through in our conversations with God.  At first the author blames God for their problems, then he pleads for God to help, then he realizes their sinfulness, and finally he closes the prayer with recognition that God is still the potter and we are the clay held in God’s hand.  I would like to reflect briefly on each of these four parts of Isaiah’s prayer and see how they can help us deepen our own prayer life for Advent.  As Isaiah proclaimed this prayer to a people just returning from exile and having to rebuild their lives, it gives us an opportunity to create a new ‘phase’ in our relationship with God. 

  

When the people first recognize how far they have strayed from God, they blame God for him allowing it! - a typical first phase of talking to God about our problems.  Isaiah cries out, “Why do YOU let us wander, O Lord, from your ways?”  They, like us, sometimes wish that God would simply keep a tighter leash on us and shield us from the sin of the world; but then God’s greatest gift of freedom would be lost! 

  

In the second part of the prayer, Isaiah begins to plead with God.  Sound familiar?  Isaiah captures our own begging hearts when he wrote, “O God, if only you would break open the heavens and come down and do some awesome deeds” to change things for us?  Like the Israelites, we often get ourselves in such a state that we beseech God to come down here and DO something about this mess we are in.  Having God simply ‘fix’ our problems sounds so easy and right – after all He is God!  

  

But then Isaiah’s people also realize, like we must do, that we have a lot of sin in our own lives that only we can change in order to live up to our part of the covenant with God.  Isaiah’s description of their sin is quite morbid as he cries out, “O God, we are an unclean people, our good deeds are like polluted rags, and we are like withered leaves, and no one has time to pray to you.”  What a sad state those people were in… 

  

But then our own list of sins as a nation or individually would be no shorter than those of Isaiah’s people.  If we were to re-write this prayer today it would include sorrow before God for such things as our nation’s excess waste of the world’s resources, and our country’s lack of respect for human life.  Personally, we might add some our own sins of dishonesty, unfaithfulness, consumerism, selfishness, and lack of prayer time. 

  

After Isaiah teaches us to admit all of our sinfulness before God, he finally helps us see some HOPE…beginning with the powerful word “YET.”  After listing how sinful and unfaithful their lives have been he prays, “YET, O Lord, you are our father.”  Despite everything wrong we have done time and again, YET God is still there for us to forgive us and welcome us back.  It is that “YET” that allows us to have HOPE this Advent/ Christmas season.  YET invites us to remember that despite everything we wish would be different in our lives, there is still much for which to be grateful. YET reminds us that even when our hearts are hard or broken, God is still the Potter who softens are clay and is re-shaping our lives into wholeness.  YET reminds us that with God, we always have another chance to start over and that God has not given up on us. 

  

Perhaps our goal for Advent could be to review where we are in our conversations with God.  In the cycles of prayer, are we at the phase of blaming or begging with God?  Have we reached a level of honestly talking to God about our sins?  Maybe we are ready to simply SIT with God in the sacrament of reconciliation and say “YET, you God, forgive and love me.” 

  

The difference between us and Isaiah’s people is that God HAS indeed broken through the heavens and come into our world in the person of Jesus.  God is as near to us as He was to Mary on that first Christmas day.  Jesus IS God saying “yet” to the world!  Despite all of our problems and our sins, He says to us in the Eucharist, “YET, I forgive and love you.”
