
 
  

   

“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!” This cry is what greets 

us, the first words that welcome the new Christian year on the First Sunday of Advent, 

2020.  

 

I’m thinking about appropriate Christmas cards for this year. On the front cover is 

the prophet Isaiah with long, white beard, hands held high to the blackened sky. All 

around the lone prophet, you see the mountains crumbling, and fires burning, sea waters 

in the distance boiling, with the steam rising. 

 

You open the card and see the words, in blood-red font, “O that you would tear 

open the heavens and come down!” Happy Advent from the Joiners.”  

 

Seems appropriate for this year and this Advent unlike any before. None of us 

expected to hear the familiar cadences of the Advent liturgy spoken through masks, 

sitting on a lawn chair outside on a crisp morning, or snuggled up on the couch in PJ’s 

staring at a screen. While we are all making the best of it, I’ve heard so many of you 

echoing what I too have lamented – when can we go back to normal? And then we 

wonder if there is such a thing as going back to normal, and even if that is something 

preferable. 

 

It is every bit an Advent space, a liminal longing for what is not yet, for God to 

enact newness, to tear open the heavens and come down. It is not hard to imagine that old 

prophet Isaiah and those who came after him, after the exile of Israel to Babylon, 

standing outside alone on star-lit nights, recalling the promises of God to Abraham on a 

similar night long before, promising Abraham that he and Sarah would have descendants 

as numerous as the stars. It is a promise and a covenant that claimed Israel as belonging 

to God, but now, it is a promise and a covenant in danger. Isaiah calls again and again to 

the God of Israel, in a variety of ways, but perhaps never more profoundly than today, “O 

that you would tear open the heavens, and come down!” 
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Their past is populated with story after story of God’s liberating activity on their 

behalf, “the miracles experienced by Israel which form the background of the epiphany 

[of Isaiah in this passage] are now back in the past, and we can never hope that they will 

come back again!”1 

 

Isaiah’s people were much surer about the past than the future and believed that 

their best days were behind them. Carried off by the Babylonian army in 587 B.C.E., they 

are finally returning from exile after 50 years, and what they discover is a temple in 

shambles, a land decimated, an economy that is non-existent; everywhere they look they 

see brokenness, a people dotting the landscape like so much shattered pottery.  

 

It is Advent for them. 

 

Advent comes again, into this space, where we are surrounded by so much that is 

in chaos and pain, and we light a candle we dare call “Hope.” Frankly, it could not have 

come at a better time, a time when we are just not sure about many things. But come it 

does, and we can feel arising in us the longing to look for God’s coming. 

 

I love the Advent hymn People, Look East, which Michael reminded us of in staff 

this week. The first stanza sings: 

 

People, look east (which is to say to the future, to the new day dawning). 

The time is near of the crowning of the year. 

Make your house fair as you are able; 

Trim the hearth and set the table. 

People, look east: 

Love the Guest is on the way.  

 

Advent could not come at a better time. “O that you would tear open the heavens 

and come down!” cries Isaiah, and it is our Advent cry as well. Isaiah stands in the 

Advent place, remembering God’s mighty acts of old and calling upon God to remember 

as well. The people are guilty of forgetting God. When times were good, it was an easy 

thing to do, to think that they had achieved all that success based on their own power. 

Exile happened, declares Isaiah, because the people “cut the connection to the fountain of 

living waters, so that the nation withered like leaves.”2  

 

 
1 Westermann, Claus. Isaiah 40-66: The Old Testament Library. (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1969), page 396. 
2 Hanson, Paul D. Interpretation: Isaiah 40-66. (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1995), page 239. 



Yet, it is to this withered nation that Advent comes. Burdened with iniquity, the 

people turn to the one who made them, their Father, the Potter that fashioned them as a 

people. Isaiah calls the people to acknowledge the truth; they are broken vessels. They 

are merely creatures, and not the creator. Isaiah announces that the same God, the one 

who did mighty acts that they did not expect, the One who wrought unexpected grace in 

making them God’s people; this same God would act in unexpected grace yet again. In 

the end, God could no more abandon these people than a father can forsake his children, 

or a potter abandon the work of her hands.  

 

Stephen Montgomery writes, “We see a people who expect God to be 

God…calling God to accountability. Most importantly (and terribly important to our 

contemporary exile!), they refused to find scapegoats. They refused to blame…rather, 

they repent. They confess that they are in such a mess that only God can help. They 

remember that they belong to God and only God. ‘We are all your people.’”3 

 

We can repent. We can reconnect. We can remember that we are creatures, made 

by God. Advent is an invitation to bring our wistful, yearning, dread-filled, broken souls 

before our Maker, and to become malleable again, open to the forming hands of God, 

who can, in an act of unexpected grace, make us whole.  

 

Ultimately, Advent gives us room to breathe, and we do need to breathe. This year, 

I invite you to that Advent breathing space, where God meets us in the longing. Let’s be 

easy on ourselves, acknowledge that the way we feel is the way we feel, offering those 

emotions to God as prayer. Let’s trim the tree and allow the lights glowing in our homes 

to be a reminder of the presence of Christ in the darkness. Let’s set the table – whether 

for one or twenty-one – and let the breaking of the bread be a feast of love and 

connection. Let’s allow our gift-giving to be an expression of our deepest thanksgiving 

for the gift of those we love. Let’s allow our generosity and service to spread beyond our 

household and kin, to care for those most vulnerable in these days, to participate in God’s 

healing and justice for the world. Let’s breathe and be and be together, whether in person 

or on a screen, knowing that Christ is here, Christ is on the way. Let’s breathe, and look 

east. 

 

“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!” cries Isaiah. And then, 

on the banks of the Jordan, Jesus emerges from the waters of baptism, and then he saw 

the heavens torn apart, and the Spirit of God descend upon him…the hope of the world, 

the fulfillment of the promise, the one we long to see, “Love, the Guest, is on the way.” 

Amen.  

 
3 Montgomery, Stephen. Journal for Preachers: Advent, 2005. 


