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Isaiah 64:1-9
Psalm 80
1 Corinthians 1:3-9
Mark 13:24-37

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down...

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down... These are words of one who 
yearns to know the active presence of God, who seems to have turned away from the 
people. The voice is probably that of exiles who, having been liberated from Babylon 
have returned to Israel to find the Temple in ruins and the pleasant places spoiled. Life 
was much more difficult than expected. And where is the God of power they once 
knew? Why does God not act again, as in the Burning Bush, the crossing of the Red 
Sea, the giving of the Law? There is the memory of the mighty acts of God, but living 
faith is a struggle. If God would only act again the faith of the people would be 
affirmed, and scoffing neighbours would be put to shame.

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down... This mood seems rather 
apropos in a year marked by many disasters. The Tsunami, the Pakistan Earthquake, 
desperate starvation in Malawi and Mozambique, the threat of Bird Flu, continuing 
massive losses through the spread of AIDS, the accelerated melting of the polar ice 
caps, and ongoing tensions in many countries. To say nothing of the various local issues 
we face - Terror Laws, IR legislation, and the personal crises and losses we have 
confronted as the year has gone by. Are these the dark days of? Where is God, and is 
faith still viable?

Today is the New Year’s Day of the Church. The mood changes, and we begin reading 
the cycle of stories from a different Gospel. One of the curious and difficult things to 
deal with is that, along with the somewhat melancholy reading from Isaiah, we hear a 
reading from the dark, apocalyptic literature, which announces the coming of the Son of 
Man. You would think we would start at the beginning. But just when we begin to focus 
God’s gift in the incarnation, we hear a call to watch out for end of all things. 
Apocalyptic literature flourished during times of persecution and disturbance, 
circumstances in which people were under pressure and faith was apt to flag. The aim of 
this literature was not to focus on the problems. Instead it aimed to light a candle of 
hope in a darkened world. God was remembered as one who had intervened in the past 
and the people were called to live, remembering they belong to God and God to them. 
However devastating the present circumstances might seem they are called to watch and 
wait for a renewed sense of God’s presence to appear in the world. In both Isaiah and 
Mark the difficulties are there, but there is also a sense that there is something to be 
trusted. Isaiah understands this in terms of the God relationship, which goes two ways. 
His “You made us - we belong to you” means Israel is formed by the hands of God; it 
also means Israel has a claim on God. That is why at the end of this reading Isaiah calls 
God to respond, not with massive power, but as one who maintains solidarity with those 
who are created and loved as his own. This is the Hope the season of Advent seeks to 
convey.

Mark’s picture of dark times is a response to the epoch making event of the destruction 
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of the second Temple, which he links with the upcoming trial and death of Jesus. In a 
context of devastating destruction he shows that the time in which the church is living 
may be one in which the very powers of heaven are shaken, and all may seem to be loss, 
but God’s word will not pass away. The most catastrophic events do not nullify who 
God is for us. This is the light within the shadow, difficult though it may be to 
recognise. This is the light that is set before us today, symbolised in the first candle in 
the Advent wreath. It is linked to the Bush that blazes but is not consumed in the 
window above. And it was their attentiveness to light such as this that allowed Shiprah 
and Puah, the holy midwives, to bring forth life in a dark context.

Mark seeks watchfulness from his audience. An ability to stay alert and read the signs 
of the times, and yet remember their calling in such a way that it enables them to stay 
focussed on their purpose as the people of God. There may be upheavals, there may be 
false prophets and charlatans, but the people who are awake know their lives are held in 
a bigger context, and refuse to be deflected.

Last week the novelist Kurt Vonnegut went on record as saying we have messed the 
world up politically and ecologically, and it is too late to fix it up.

There are many voices claiming to know that the time of judgement approaches for our 
world, and for the church. But Mark suggests we are to be wary of the wiles of 
doomsdayers and scoffers. He calls us to stay alert for the approach of God and not to 
count the days. And if we understand Mark and his fellow evangelists correctly, they 
show us that at the incarnation, and at the cross and resurrection, the advent of God was 
anticipated by very few, and even fewer really understood what had happened.

One of the difficulties for church people living in Post-Modern times is that new things 
are stirring in our culture but we are much under attack. We find it hard to hold onto the 
story which has nurtured us thus far. Like Israel of old, we find ourselves surrounded by 
neighbours who look for demonstrable proof of what we believe, and accuse us of 
holding onto a meaningless framework of truth. In the twelfth century undercurrents of 
a new age began to flow, but what people saw about them was disintegration and 
change as old social and religious experiments went awry. Many had a deep sense of 
loss, similar to that felt by many traditional people in the world today. How are we to 
understand what we have lost? And can we engage in recovery or restoration? Staying 
awake in Post Modern times poses a special challenge.

Professor Dexter Dunphy, an expert in the structures of change, had this to say about 
our times: “Imagine standing at an estuary. You’re looking at the surface of the water 
and you can see the dead fish, the cans and bottles and things that are sliding out to the 
sea and the sense that the current is going out. I think this is how a lot of people... feel at 
the moment. Somehow the tide is running out on a lot of values we appreciate, spiritual 
values in particular. But then you look up and see the gulls wheeling overhead. You 
realise that the tide is turning and the gulls are aware of it. Underneath the current that is 
going out, the ebb flow, is an incoming flow of a new tide which is bringing in new fish 
and nutrients. The gulls are wheeling overhead because they see beyond the surface of 
the water, and can see the tide coming in. I have a feeling this is a metaphor for what is 
happening in our society today. People are saying they are sick of economic rationalism. 
They’re sick of an uncaring society. They are sick of a world that places no value on 
spirituality. In their own quiet way they are part of the tide that is coming in.”

The tides of time flow out and in. The Revd Tim Costello, CEO of World Vision, was 
asked about times of spiritual doubt. He linked his response with the Tsunami, a great 
tide if ever there was one. “Visiting the Tsunami affected areas did make me question 
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how a loving God could let this happen to the poorest of the poor.” He went on to say 
“But I noticed this was not the question I encountered amongst the people caught up in 
it. The more often than not turned to their faith and said to me” ‘God is all we have left.’ 
”

God is all we have left. Through the despair of Isaiah we see the image of the potter and 
the clay. Beyond the destruction, Mark’s image of the fig tree tells us of the Word that 
will not pass away. Advent Hope means that, despite what it seems, we shall have God, 
for the end of this story shows, God has chosen to have us.
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