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Restore Us, O God: Hope
Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19; Isaiah 64:1-9; Mark 13:24-37
CWZepp, BWCOB, November 27, 2011
So yesterday I made yet another foray into the world of 21st century technology.  After much delay (inexcusable according to some of our friends and relatives) we bit the bullet a few days ago, bought a web cam, and installed Skype onto our computer.  (For the uninitiated, Skype is a computer program that allows you to make free video phone calls over the internet.)  And for the first time yesterday, we made a Skype video call to our extended family in Pennsylvania.  It was especially nice for us since we weren’t able to be there in person with Amanda’s side of the family this year for Thanksgiving.  Shylah and Tristan got to see and talk to their cousins whom they haven’t seen for months, show Grandma and Grandpa books and drawings and things that you just can’t see over the phone, and everyone got a little bit of “face time” together despite the miles and hours that separate us.  

These days, people are communicating with each other more frequently and in more varied ways than at any other time in human history.  Back in the day, if you wanted to communicate with someone living in another place, you wrote a letter and sent it via a messenger or a postal service.  And if you wanted to know how your neighbor was doing after their fall, you knocked on their door and paid them a visit.  

But today, things have changed.  And they are changing more and more all the time.  First there was the telegraph.  Then the telephone.  Then e-mail.  Then cell phones.  Then texting.  And now there are smart phones with which you can call, text, skype, e-mail, watch TV, browse the internet, get directions, listen to music, play games, and more.  Today, if you want to communicate with a college student, good luck if you don’t text.  If you want to check in on how a friend or neighbor is doing, many of us are as likely to check their Facebook status as we are to stop by their place.  Take a look around you next time you are in a public space like the food court at the mall or at a bus stop.  Chances are at least half the people will have some kind of phone in their hands, and they will be texting, showing someone photos, reading e-mails, checking the scores of the days ballgames, or playing a game.  We live in a very “connected” world today.

Now I have a confession to make.  Despite my informal role here as the office “tech-guy”, and despite my relative youth, and despite the fact that I have used technology extensively in my education and vocation, I have a bit of a love-hate relationship with technology.  I love what the advent of technology has made possible.  I love being able to stay in touch with my family when I am away on trips.  I love that grandparents can see their grandkids on the other side of the country and read them bedtime stories over the web.  I love that I can text Amanda from the grocery store and find out what kind of salad dressing I am supposed to pick up in real time.  

And although I’m not a luddite, I am not necessarily an early adopter either.  For instance, I am only about 3 years into having a cell phone, something I swore years ago I would never carry.  I am not one of those people who feel like I always need the newest gadget or need to be in constant contact with work or home.  And though I am very comfortable communicating through the written word myself, and generally prefer the convenience of e-mail and texting to using the phone, I have become very aware of how easily the written word can be misconstrued, especially when used and sent hastily as e-mails and texts often are.  Our vocal expressions can reflect our emotions in a way that the written word cannot.  

One of the other things that colors my perception of communication technology is that in my experience and with my personality, it usually feels like work, whether or not it actually is.  When the phone rings or my text alert goes off, my first assumption is that someone wants something – whether it be Amanda wanting me to pick up a gallon of milk on the way home or checking out a calendar date with me, or someone calling to tell me that I should visit so and so.  I try not to check e-mail without having my planner close at hand, because chances are that I will need it to add dates to the calendar and items to my to-do lists.  Communication about logistics, problem solving, coordinating, etc comprises most of what I use communication technology for.  And I send it out as much as I get it.  Rarely do I contact someone without some ulterior motive.  I hardly ever call someone just to chat.  One of the clearest indicators that I am really taking time off is when I am “offline” – away from e-mail, cell phone, and Facebook.  You probably won’t hear from me then.

But I must say, I have a feeling that Skype might be a little different.  Now mind you, I have only used it once.  But it definitely had a different feel to it.  The kids interacted much differently with their cousins and grandparents and aunts and uncles when they could see their faces on the computer screen than when they were just talking with them on the phone.  They literally lit up.    And somewhat to my surprise I found myself able to be present and engaged in the conversation without having to say a word.  It was a window into their world for a moment, with all the festive chaos of a home overfull with family in for the holidays.  

It made a difference being able to see the faces of those with whom we were talking on Skype.  And the significance of this struck me as I was preparing for worship today.  Two of our scripture readings for this 1st Sunday of Advent make reference to the “face” of God.  In the reading from Isaiah, the prophet offers a lament on behalf of a people longing for the presence of God.  And in verse 7 Isaiah says to God, “You have hidden your face from us.”  Psalm 80 is likewise a communal, liturgical lament, and three times the Psalmist offers the refrain, “Restore us, O God, let your face shine, that we may be saved.”

All this talk about the face of God is significant when seen in the light of the Jewish tradition.  It brings to mind the language of God’s blessing found in the oft-quoted Benediction of Aaron in Numbers 6:24-26: 

May the Lord bless you and keep you.  
May the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you. 

May the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.
It is also the language of theophany – evoking memories of powerful experiences of God’s earth shattering, heaven shredding presence – “God moments” if you will.  It calls to mind the shining face of Moses coming down from Mount Sinai after talking with God in Exodus 34.  And for Christians looking back today, it also reminds us of the transfiguration, and the face of Jesus “shining like the sun.”  

But in all of our scripture readings for today, these experiences of God’s presence are but memories. And the voices we are hearing through the scripture today are not celebratory remembrances of good times.  They are not joyful recollections of the mighty deeds of their God.  They are voices of pain, voices of lament, voices trapped in the darkness of divine night, acutely experiencing not the blessing of God’s presence, but the sting of God’s absence.  

In the midst of such distress, it is little comfort to remember previous experiences of God’s powerful presence.  Indeed, doing so only magnifies the present experience of God’s absence.  In each of our scripture readings, the mood is similar, while the circumstances are different.  Commentators don’t all agree on the exact context that birthed the lament in Psalm 80, but many believe it was originally penned during or shortly after the Assyrian assault on the northern kingdom of Israel.  The lament we read in Isaiah arises out of the Babylonian exile following the fall of the southern kingdom of Judah.  And the apocalyptic text we read from Mark, while set in the midst of Jesus’ final days of life just before his betrayal and arrest, also foreshadowed the Jewish revolt against Rome and the destruction of Jerusalem around 70 CE.  

In these contexts, the painfully obvious question for these biblical writers was this: Where was the God who had intervened on their behalf in the past with awesome deeds?  Why has the God who had been so powerfully present in their history gone AWOL?  

These are powerful questions for us today as well.  As Scott Bader Saye has written concerning these passages, “We read stories about God’s spectacular interventions, yet we look in vain for such visible signs of God’s involvement in the world today.  We want the mountains to quake and the nations to tremble at God’s presence.  Instead the sufferings of our day are too often met with divine silence.”

Or are they?  

One of the reasons these texts are so poignant for us to begin the Advent season is that they can serve as a reminder to us that God works in mysterious ways.  That is an over-used and perhaps even abused cliché, but in this case it holds true.  The core conviction of our faith – that in Jesus, God was incarnate in this world – is indeed a mystery.  While the people were asking, “Where is God?” and “Why has God left us?” the early Christians found that God was moving among them through the life, teachings, and even death of Jesus.  It wasn’t what they were expecting.  And it probably wasn’t what they would have wished for.  But in Jesus, they found their hope restored.  In Jesus, they saw the face of God anew.  

In his book, Living the Message: Daily Help for Living the God-Centered Life, Eugene Peterson points out that what a lot of us call hope is in reality something different.  It is wishing.  “Wishing,” he says, “is something all of us do.  It projects what we want or think we need into the future.  Just because we wish for something good or holy we think it qualifies as hope.  It does not.”  He goes on to say that we can picture wishing as though it were a line coming out from us with an arrow on the end, pointing into the future toward that which we desire.  But hope is just the opposite.  It is a line that comes from God out of the future, with its arrow pointed toward us.

For the Psalmist, for Isaiah, and I dare say even for Jesus, the hope they had was in just such a line.  It was in a God who does not go AWOL, despite all appearances to the contrary.  It was in a God whose face shines forth from the future and invites us back into relationship.  It was in a God who restores, not by giving us what we wish for, but by giving us the gift of presence.  

I sometimes ponder what I would say or ask if I had the opportunity to meet God face to face.  In doing so, I have typically imagined a dialogue or a conversation.  But as I have pondered these scriptures on this first Sunday of Advent, I have had the opportunity to imagine a different scenario.  What if I could hold a video call on Skype with God?  What if neither one of us had to say anything?  What if I could just have some face time with God?  Would that be enough to reassure me that I am not alone?  That my life has purpose?  That I am still a beloved part of the family?  Wouldn’t that restore my sense of connection with a God who so often seems so distant and unconcerned?

Isn’t that what we long for in Advent?  Is that not what we hope for?  A little face time?  A renewed sense of connection with the divine?  A window into the mystery that we can only call God?  

Prayers of the People

O God, to you, the mender of time and fulfiller of hopes, we lift the dreams and yearnings of our hearts. To you we offer the wisps of hopes we may not dare speak before others: We dream of being more than we now appear -- stronger, wiser, truer, more accomplished. You alone know our true potential. You alone imagine the rich possibilities held within your will for us. Help us recognize and realize the goals to which you draw us, for from you come all good deeds and all worthy aspirations. But we confess that not all our desires for the future are either good or worthy. We are the sort of people who can imagine revenge and long for it. We can imagine winning great wealth and spending it on luxury. We can imagine getting the better of someone in business and thirst to get the better of our competitors.  

In this Advent season, fit us with new dreams. In this season of hope and fresh beginnings, kindle our desire to soothe the wounded world with your gospel. Fire us with a passion for justice, a commitment to mercy and a burning desire to work for reconciliation among those whose lives we are able to touch. Supply us with both motive and means to fulfill your vision of what our lives are meant to be. Let our obedience mirror that of Jesus in continuing his work.  Consecrate our dreams, that with all our heart and mind and strength we may serve and honor you, our true and lasting hope, through Jesus Christ, our Lord, Amen.
� Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 1. 6. 


� Quoted and paraphrased in Homiletics, Nov.-Dec. 2011, p. 40.  


� Adapted from an anonymous prayer posted on homileticsonline.com.  





