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Sermon for the Fourth Sunday in Advent, Year A 

December 22, 2019 

The Rev. Evelyn Wheeler, Rector 

Isaiah 7:10-16; Psalm 80:1-7,16-18; Romans 1:1-7; Matthew 1:8-25 

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts; show the light of your countenance, and we shall be 

saved. 

I don’t know about you, but this prayer, spoken twice in the psalm, is echoing in my brain, 

reverberating and repeating on an almost continuous loop, since I first read it this week.  

I’ll put it out there – the president has been impeached and the country is bitterly divided.  

We seem unable to agree on anything, everything seems to have become some kind of 

political debate, and we are reduced to alternately screaming our frustrations in either 

direction, and responding to that by putting our fingers in our ears and saying – “Nah nah 

nah nah nah, I can’t hear you….” 

We find there is no one common vision about our country, and we find, if we are paying 

attention, that the divisions that are so painful today have roots that go all the way back 

to the start.   

Restore us, O Lord God of hosts; show the light of your countenance, and we shall be 

saved. 

We’re not the first to experience this sense of chaos and hopelessness.  If we are even 

half aware of our history, we know the country has faced incredible and painful divisions in 

the past – including a full-on war that killed more people, more fellow-countrymen and –

women than any war up till then and most after.  Not all those deaths were in battle; many 

more were from infection or disease, but the point remains – we are more than capable of 

tearing ourselves apart, and the issues that tear us apart are important.  They are issues 

of justice and freedom and hope – or of injustice, oppression, and despair. 

And it isn’t just us here in the U.S.  We can see similar rifts in Venezuela, Yemen, Syria, 

Afghanistan, Brazil, and Ukraine, where the situations are even more dire, and in a Great 

Britain facing “Brexit.” 

Let’s face it, we’re a bloodthirsty species, we humans. 

And we always have been.  Even in the time of the Kings of Israel and Judah, even in the 

time of the Roman empire.  Injustice and oppression and despair are always something we 

can only keep at bay by unstinting effort and attention, and by a willingness to reach 
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across the barriers that divide us, to hear the stories and the sorrows and the hopes of 

those not like us, even of those opposed to us.  Whoever and whichever “us” we identify as. 

Experience also tells us that even if one side is willing to reach out, another side may not 

be. 

So the arguments never really die out.  They may be stifled, from time to time, but until 

they are heard and heard out, they will return, again and again.  An illness left untreated 

does not go away.  A wrong left ignored continues to wound.   

Which is why we turn to God, with prayers like this one:  “O LORD God of hosts; show the 

light of your countenance, and we shall be saved.” 

We pray for God’s light when we are at our wits’ end.  We pray for God’s light when our 

efforts at peace-making are rebuffed, and there is no peace between ourselves and 

others.  We pray for God’s light when chaos surrounds us and we can’t find the way out. 

Just as our ancestors have.  Just as the psalmist did. 

We didn’t read the whole psalm; there’s a lot more anguish in there (it’s on pages 702 and 

703 of the BCP).  God created a space for the evacuees from Egypt, but now, it feels as 

though God has destroyed Israel, or let it be destroyed by Israel’s enemies, to punish 

Israel, out of some divine anger – the cause of which is never explained, but hinted at in 

verse 17: “And so we will never turn away from you…” 

The psalmist may think it’s because the people have turned away from God that God is 

letting these things happen, or causing them to happen. 

The psalmist believes that God is intimately involved in the great and the small things of 

life. I wonder if that’s a belief that we, in our post-modern, post-enlightenment, and even 

post-rational culture … may not actually share? 

There’s a reason why the Tanakh is filled with stories; there’s a reason why Jews read the 

entire Five Books of Moses, all the Prophets, and all the Writings all the way through 

throughout the course of a year.  It’s the same reason Christians read the entire Bible – 

Jewish and Christian parts – over a set period of time:  in daily morning and evening prayer 

and on Sundays.   

We read these texts to remind ourselves that God is God, and God has made covenant with 

those who accept the benefits – and burdens – of God’s grace.  That covenant contains 

God’s promise of salvation.  We have a part in that covenant, as well.  St Paul writes to the 

Romans to explain that both Jews and Gentile Christians are included in God’s plan. 
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Gentiles have been adopted into the family of God he says, and there is no breaking that 

relationship.  

We read these stories to be reminded not only that we are part of the Covenant of God, 

but also that God has delivered on those promises, over and over again.  The Jews were 

freed from slavery in Egypt, and later from captivity in Babylon.  Despite centuries of 

oppression – alas, frequently at the behest of Christians, they are still here.  They still 

stand witness to the promises of God. 

And we, too, stand witness.  We stand witness to the incarnation – to the reality of God 

becoming human, even unto death. We stand witness to the resurrection: to the reality of 

Jesus risen and restored. We stand witness to the Holy Spirit: to the power of God to 

restore all the things that are broken, to strengthen and en-courage us to work to restore 

what is broken, to mend relationships and build bridges, to forgive and accept forgiveness, 

to hear and heed and love, yes, even our enemies.  This is the trust God has placed in us.   

It’s not always easy, this trust God has placed in us.  But it’s not intended to be easy, you 

know?  Why should it be easy?  When has life ever been easy? 

When we walk in places of sorrow, we are to learn what sorrow is, what sorrow feels like, 

so when we meet someone else who is walking in a place of sorrow, we can walk with them, 

support them, and love them. 

When we walk in hardship, we are to learn what hardship is, what it feels like, so when we 

meet someone walking in hardship, we can walk with them, support them, and love them. 

And on it goes. 

When we are embattled, we learn how to help others who are embattled.   

Why would we ever think we have no obligation when it comes to reaching out to walk with 

and support and love one another?  After all we’ve been through?  Did we forget that 

every person has their own woes and struggles and wounds and fears? 

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts; show the light of your countenance, and we shall be 

saved. 

I don’t care who you voted for.  I don’t care who you vote for next year.  I don’t care if 

you oppose the president or support him.  All I care about is, are you in a good relationship 

with God?  Are you doing all you can to reach out in love, seeking understanding, spreading 

hope? 
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Will you be rebuffed? That’s always a possibility.  But it’s not an excuse to not reach out. 

Reaching out doesn’t mean you have to agree.  It doesn’t mean you don’t continue to stand 

up for justice and freedom and hope.  It also doesn’t mean you are silent in the face of 

injustice and oppression and despair.  In fact, injustice, oppression and despair make it all 

the more necessary to try. 

I know, this probably isn’t the sermon you wanted to hear three days before we celebrate 

the birth of the messiah, the savior, that lovely baby boy that Joseph was not so excited 

about at first.  He had the advantage of an angel telling him to accept Mary, to take 

responsibility for this child, for this life, to make him family, and to love him.  And look 

what wonders came of that! 

So, what’s our angel telling us?  What wonders, do you suppose, are yet to be revealed if 

we do the same as he? 

Restore us, O LORD God of hosts; show the light of your countenance, and we shall be 

saved. 

 


