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How often have you been in sympathy with the opening words of our first reading?  
“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!”  How often over the cen-
turies have God’s people sighed with such a longing?  And what makes us ask for 
this, for the obvious and powerful presence of God?  It is when things are difficult, 
when things seem tangled, when the problems of life seem insoluble.  In the proph-
et’s day it was because he saw that the nation had fallen away from the standards of 
holiness that were expected of them.  And to this he attributed the ill fortune that had 
come upon them with captivity and exile and the sad remnant that returned to strug-
gle for a living. 
 
“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!”  We might sigh it or shout 
it, as we see a world where refugees wander over the face of the earth, with no one 
willing to give them the home that they seek.  We might cry this prayer when we see 
that the rich get richer and the poor poorer.  We might thump the table and demand it 
when we see the way that women are unsafe, that children are exploited; when we 
hear of people being attacked for who they are, racially or sexually, when we hear of 
such grinding poverty that children have to be sent from the home at aged 8 or 9 to 
fend for themselves in many places, when we know that there are still people who 
live in virtual or acknowledged slavery, unable to call themselves their own.  “O that 
you would tear open the heavens and come down!” 
 
We are not wrong to feel this way.  This is a good and a right prayer.  We do want 
God to be seen in the world, and we do want God’s ways to transform behaviours.  
And at times it can be very frustrating, as we wonder what our own little bit of seek-
ing after God, of endeavouring to live as a reflection of his light in the world can real-
ly achieve.  We know we need God in the world, in our personal worlds and in the 
global community of humanity. 
 
In Mark’s gospel we read some of Jesus’ words about the need of the world for God.  
He has been talking about a time to come of great tribulation, for the world and es-
pecially for those who believe in his name.  He has been warning against following 
after every new fad, as false prophets would arise to lead people astray.  And these 
need not be thought of just as prophets of religion.  Far more persuasive often are 
the prophets who do not speak of religion or of faith, but by flattering and they fuel 
self-interest, desire to possess, reluctance to give up.  Following Jesus demands 
steadfastness, because Jesus paints the picture of the world being in a dreadful 
mess – he talks of wars and rumours of war, of earthquake and famine, and he 
would know as well as we do, that such disasters, whether of natural or human origin 
lead to great suffering, and too often – though not always - bring out the worst in 
people as they struggle to survive.  We need God in the world. 
 



And Jesus tells us to watch and to wait.  Which sounds a bit tame.  None of us really 
likes waiting, but of course waiting is one of the things that the season of Advent is 
all about.  We wait.  We wait for the Christmas joy and celebration, and we wait for 
Christ to come again, and to come to us in our lives.  Lots of waiting.   
 
When you have to wait, I wonder what you do?  When you are in the doctor or den-
tist’s waiting room, do you read their magazines – always ancient?  Do you take 
book?  Do you look at your phone?  Do you listen to conversations around you – or 
the radio if it is playing?  Or do you just sit, and let your mind go blank?  When you 
are waiting for a bus or a train, what do you do?  Do you do anything other than 
stand and wait?  Waiting means letting time pass.  Whatever we are waiting for, an 
appointment, a holiday, when we are put on hold on the phone, we are letting time 
pass.  If you are waiting for a treasured friend to come and visit you, what do you 
do?  Do you just sit with your hands folded – maybe, if you are the perfect house-
holder and everything is always ready for anyone to come.  But maybe, more likely, if 
you are human (!) you run around tidying, cleaning, cooking, making beds if it is to 
be a longer visit, preparing for the friends for whom you wait.  Such waiting is an ac-
tive time. 
 
And the waiting Jesus asks of us is to be an active time as well.  We are not called to 
be mere spectators.  It is more than possible to do this, especially during Advent.  It 
is quite easy to watch the familiar pageant of prophets like Isaiah, or prophets like 
John the Baptist, to watch angels speaking with messages to people who are con-
fused but willing, it is possible to find the familiarity comforting and almost soporific.  
But that is not what we are called to.  We are called to be alert and be active.  We 
are called to live as though Christ would come today or tomorrow, that is what the 
little picture Jesus paints of the absent householder and the waiting servants means. 
 
And what are we waiting for?  We may think that we are waiting for God to tear open 
the heavens and come down – after all that is often our prayer.  And at one level we 
are, for we are promised that one day, soon or impossibly far off, Christ will come 
again, in the glory of God.  But as we wait for that, we shouldn’t forget that in fact the 
prayer voiced by Isaiah has already been answered.  O that you would tear open the 
heavens and come down – and God did.  In advent we are not waiting for God to 
come into the world, because he already has.  We are waiting for the days set aside 
to celebrate this, and as we do so, we are learning again, learning more of what it 
means that God has torn open the heavens and has come down to be among us. 
 
In advent we remember our need for God, but not with the almost despairing yearn-
ing of the prophet.  Our need for God to be among us is as great now as it was in 
Isaiah’s day, but the difference is that God has come.   
 
God has come, though not in the way the prophet envisaged.  Not with fire and 
earthquake, with a display of wrath and power to make nations tremble.  Isaiah 
couldn’t imagine any other way of God coming.  It shows the prophet’s human limita-
tions that this is his prayer, this is what he expects when God comes.  And Jesus 
says there may be a time for this kind of coming, but it wasn’t like that when God 
came among us.  God came quietly, in humility and in service, not in power and in 
wrath. 
 
And so in our waiting we should prepare in humility and service.   When we sigh our 
prayer for God to tear open the heavens, we should remember that when he came it 
was to live in quiet but steadfast service.  The world is an uncertain place and per-
haps even more so now than it was in Jesus’ day.  This week when again I read re-



ports of nuclear weapons testing in North Korea, I thought of some words of C.S. 
Lewis, written under the threat of nuclear war in the 1940s: 
“If we are going to be destroyed by an atomic bomb, let that bomb when it comes 
find us doing sensible and human things –praying, working, teaching, reading, listen-
ing to music, bathing the children, playing tennis, chatting to our friends over a pint 
and a game of darts– not huddled together like frightened sheep and thinking about 
bombs. They might break our bodies (a microbe can do that) but they need not dom-
inate our minds.” (From an essay entitled “On living in the atomic age”) 
 
And around the same time Albert Einstein wrote: “The world is a dangerous place to 
live, not because of the people who are evil, but because of the people who don't do 
anything about it.  We are not those who should ever be paralysed by the times we 
live in.  We know that God has come to us and remains with us, and so life is to be 
lived, and service is to be given in his name. 
 
The candles and lights of Advent are not a call to what the Danish, I believe, call hy-
gge [hoo-guh].  They are not a call to be cosy in the cold and to ignore, or even to 
beautify the darkness.  No, the lights of advent are a call to shine, a call to disperse 
the darkness in our active waiting, in our service of others, in our preparedness to 
stand up and defy evil as we encounter it, whether locally, even in families, or in the 
larger society.  God has torn open the heavens and come down, and Jesus has 
called his followers to shine his light in the darkness. 
 
This morning we come around the Lord’s table in communion.  As we do so, we re-
member that there was a time when it seemed that the darkness would obliterate 
God’s light, and that God’s presence might be removed from us.  We cannot break 
the bread and raise the cup without thinking of Jesus’ death.  But we also remember 
that this was not the end of Jesus’ life of service and it certainly was not the end of 
God being among us.  He has torn open the heavens and come down, and has 
promised never to leave us, as we serve in his name and actively celebrate his pres-
ence and wait for his coming again. Amen. 
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