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Text: Isaiah 64:1-9 

Theme: The Lord Came Down  

 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father  

and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen  
 

It is Advent.  And that means I pull from my bookshelf the same book 

I have used at the start of every church year for the last two decades 

that is entitled The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius.  In twenty 

years the content of the book has remained the same and the spiritual 

exercises have remained the same.  Yet every year I keep using the 

same resource.  Why?  Because I have changed since the last time I 

picked up this book and the world around me has changed at an even 

faster rate.  As a result the exercises are new to me every Advent.  I 

approach them as if for the very first time.   
 

On this First Sunday in Advent I share with you (once more) the first 

spiritual exercise.   In it we are to recall all of the images of the people 

that crossed our paths from this past year – what they looked like and 

how they were behaving.  For me the images are varied and random.  

My strongest recollection is seeing the faces of my adult children (and 

their families) when we came together for the baptism of my youngest 

grandchild.  And moving in a totally different direction it is the faces 

of the other crazy runners I see on the W&OD trail before the sun 

even rises.  It is the face of the man asleep on the bench as I run past 

him on Broad Street.   
 

Other images are more stark.  It is the numerous faces of people 

wearing masks and protective face shields at the grocery stores.   It is 

the faces of those who marched in the streets of our cities in the name 

of justice.  It is the long lines of people who wait  to get food.  It is the 

long lines of people who waited to vote in our last election. 
 

Once I have all the people in sight then comes the best part of the 

exercise.  We are to image God seated on his heavenly throne.  Our 

Lord looks down and sees all of our faces and all of the ordeals we 

have gone through  (some of our own doing and some not).   

And then God makes the announcement that it is time for him to come 

down to redeem humankind. 
 

Centuries before God came to us in human form the people of Israel 

listened to the cry of Isaiah – O that you would tear open the heavens 

and come down!  When you did awesome deeds that we did not 

expect, you came down, and the mountains quaked at your presence.   
 

Isaiah was recalling the awesome deeds God did while the Israelites 

were fleeing Egypt.  God tore open the heavens.  God came down in 

the swirling of the clouds that parted the waters of the Red Sea.  And 

in that dramatic moment his people crossed safely to the other side.  I 

can still see Charleston Heston stand on the hilltop in the classic 

movie (the Ten Commandments) and thunder to the people of God – 

The Lord of hosts will do battle for us.  Behold his mighty hand.  And 

with melodramatic music booming in the background he raised his 

rod and separated the waters as the dark clouds hovered over the land.   
 

It is that kind of experience that Isaiah wanted now.  In these opening 

verses we hear his cry of frustration.  God made himself so visible in 

the past.  God did such spectacular wonders to save his people.  Now 

it was all the more troubling for Isaiah to see that God appeared to be 

hiding from his people.  Isaiah tells us that God is so angry with the 

sins of his people that he just lets them be on their own.  And without 

a visible God the sins of the people increase.  No one calls on his 

name.  No one attempts to return to the Lord.  Two different times 

Isaiah asks God to show himself in ways that will get the attention of 

the people.  Let the mountains quake at his presence.  Let the nations 

tremble.  Isaiah is waking up the Lord who is up there sitting on his 

heavenly throne while his people down below are out of control.   
 

In this Advent Isaiah gives us a wonderful opportunity to understand 

better how God chooses to relate to the world.  The God in Isaiah 64 

is One who seems to refuse to act dramatically to rescue Israel from 

their distress.  Isaiah needs to reconcile the ancient stories of the 

powerful presence of God with his present experience of the seeming 

absence of God.  And I think it is safe to assume that we often wonder 

the same thing.  If in the Bible we hear all these stories of how God 

intervened with awesome deeds then why does God not do so today?   
 

We cry out with Isaiah!   



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

vain for some visible sign of how the hand of God is actively involved 

in our world today.  I would have loved for God to intervene before 

the virus took hold of the world.  I would love for God to come now 

and eliminate hunger, repair the damage we did to the earth, and right 

the wrongs we do to each other.  I would love for God to come down 

and save us from ourselves.  And the list continues . . .  
 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (when writing from a concentration camp) drew 

this conclusion about God.  He believed that God came down to us in 

human form only to let himself be pushed out of the world by way of 

the cross.  Bonhoeffer discovered that what we consider to be the 

hiddenness of God was not some attempt on the part of God to refuse 

to do awesome deeds.  Instead it is a reflection on the character of 

God.  God is determined to relate to the world through the vulnerable 

path of love and suffering service rather than through domination and 

force.   
 

The refusal of God to replicate the Red Sea deliverance does not 

mean that God has abandoned Israel or us.  Our hope does not rely on 

God acting today in the same way that God acted in the ancient stories 

but we do expect the character of God to be the same.  Our God is a 

God who hears our cries, a God who does not abandon us even if we 

cannot always feel his presence, a God who will finally redeem 

humankind and will offer us the promise of a new heaven and a new 

earth.  We must draw on the collective memories of how God 

interacted with his people (from the time of creation until now) as a 

source of hope for our future.   
 

Isaiah gave us the reason the people did not experience God.  It was 

because they chose to sin and be disobedient and to distance them-

selves from God.  In the end Isaiah leaned on his image of God as 

both a father and a potter to reconcile his thoughts.  Like a father he 

wanted God not to be exceedingly angry with his people.  He wanted 

God not to remember their sins forever but to consider the people 

once more as his own.  Isaiah trusted that God would form and shape 

his people as parents (over time) shape the character of their children.   

 

 

And like a potter Isaiah wanted God to lovingly mold the people.  He 

wanted God to make them pliable and flexible in his hands and make 

them into a blessing.   
 

As we work our way through the Advent Season we envision all the 

people we encountered this year and rejoice when God looks down 

and sees all of our faces and all of the ordeals we have gone through 

(some of our own doing and some not) and decides it is time to come 

down in human form.  This is how God reveals himself to us.  Amen 

 

 


