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Here we are in Advent—a new season, a new year for the Church, a fresh start. And yet, here 
we are in Advent, still wearing masks, still not singing together or gathering for a cup of coffee, 
still separated from friends and loved ones, still divided and hurting as a nation. 
 
If we’re honest, we might be wondering where God is in all of this. How can we see God at work 
when it seems like disappointments and difficulties are piling up? 
 
Today’s readings do a great job of reminding us we’re not alone and reminding us where we are 
and what we must do. The Isaiah reading is a part of a longer lament that shows us a God who 
hides from God’s people, as well as a redeeming God who has lovingly molded God’s people. 
 
The struggle of the hiddenness of God and the pain of divine silence are not things we are 
always very good at speaking about in the Church. It is much easier to focus on the positive, or 
to nit-pick things of little ultimate importance. Yet God’s absence is something most everyone 
buts up against at some point. 
 
The writer of this lament in Isaiah certainly understands—“Tear open the heavens and come 
down,” they cry. I wonder if we haven’t asked for something similar ourselves. Where is God in 
natural disasters or terrorist attacks? Where is God in COVID? Where was God in 
Zazi-occupied Europe? 
 
This week I read a story of Dietrich Bonhoeffer who, writing from a German concentration camp 
in 1944, concluded, “God would have us know that we must live as men who manage our lives 
without him. The God who is with us is the God who forsakes us (Mark 15.34). The God who 
lets us live in the world without the working hypothesis of God is the God before whom we stand 
continually. Before God and with God we live without God. God lets himself be pushed out of 
the world on to the cross. He is weak and powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way, 
the only way, in which he is with us and helps us.” 
 
This statement may sound bleak—our God is a God who forsakes us?—but for Bonhoeffer it 
was a critical component of finding faith in the God of the cross, a God whose power is 
suffering, whose omnipotence is vulnerability. For Bonhoeffer the hiddenness of God was not 
something spiteful, not a game of cosmic hide-and-seek, but a reflection of God’s character and 
desire to relate to the world through the vulnerable path of noncoercive love and suffering 
service rather than through domination and force.  
 



Just because God doesn’t show up the way we would like or expect or plan for, in a Red-Sea 
deliverance moment, does not mean that God doesn’t care for us (or for the Church). We don’t 
need God to act in the same way God acted in the ancient stories. We do need to know that 
God hears the prayers of our hearts, will never abandon us, and is at work through us to 
redeem the whole world. 
 
Tear open the heavens and come down. It’s a natural enough thing to ask. It is, in fact, very 
appropriate for Advent, as we call for Christ to come—in a manger and returning again. When 
we ask God to “come down,” though, I wonder how much thought we give to what it is we’re 
really asking. 
 
God is wholly loving, but also unknown. God almost certainly doesn’t fit within the walls of the 
boxes we build trying to understand the divine. What this means is that when we call “come” to 
Jesus we may very well be calling a Jesus who will come and  shatter the image of him that we 
have so carefully constructed. 
 
When we call “Come,” we are not calling someone or something we know—or are capable of 
knowing—fully in advance. We call “Come” with all the risks and ambiguities the word carries. 
This is a time of joyful anticipation, but there’s nothing safe or comfortable about it. To call 
“Come” to Christ is, perhaps, the most dangerous and the most important thing we as Christians 
can do. 
 
And we don’t need to wait for Christmas. There’s the wonder of calling “Come” to an 
idea-shattering Savior. God can and does show up when and where we don’t expect. We can 
forget this, or we can train ourselves to be watchful. 
 
Let’s turn to the Gospel for a moment. It’s not much brighter and lighter than Isaiah. It’s an 
apocalyptic vision...so what is it doing in Advent? 
 
Apocalyptic literature was a staple of Jesus’ day, a unique literary genre. Apocalyptic texts tell 
us that wickedness is strong in the world, and that sometimes the bad looks like it could 
win—but that when it gets to be too much to take, we see the world set right again. 
 
If we look to the context in which Mark was written, we might understand even more. The temple 
had just been destroyed. Christians had no idea when, how, or if Jesus was coming back. The 
whole world seemed as though it was coming undone. And Jesus calls the people to look at the 
fig tree—to see the signs of summer coming as it comes into leaf. Calls the people to keep 
awake to the signs of hope in the world. 
 
Apocalyptic visions are not meant to be predictions of the future. They are always available to 
be recycled and applied to new situations. Apocalyptic literature is not about the future but about 
considering how the people of God should act in the present. The enemy is not any particular 
empire; all powers and principalities can be co-opted by Satan and seek their own selfish 
agendas at the expense of the people of the world, God’s own beloved children. 



 
This is where we must keep awake. This isn’t a call from Jesus to maintain a constant, 
exhausting vigilance—Jesus is one of our best models for remembering to step back, slow 
down, and take Sabbath time. But we must keep awake to the presence of God in the world. 
 
Many of us have fallen asleep to the places God can be seen, the ways the divine can be 
experienced in the midst of human brokenness, the God of the weak and the vulnerable and the 
dirty, the God who is in the muck with us. 
 
Recognizing God’s presence may be a daily and difficult task. The world in which we live can 
seem very dark and God can seem very absent. But this attentiveness is a skill that can be 
honed and practiced, we must simply keep awake to the opportunities. 
 
I know I’ve already used this quote this year, but I return again to the narrator of “The Birth of 
Water Stories,” and her plea and directive: “What are your miracles, and how are they different 
from the ones you planned for. Please tell me. You must tell everyone.” 
 
Waiting with hope that an invisible God will be visible once again was the call of Isaiah to God. 
Watching with eyes to see God’s appearing was the call of Isaiah to the people of faith. “Keep 
awake,” Jesus tells us—no one knows when or where God may be revealed. 
 
Advent is a time when we prepare for the coming of Christ, but this preparation involves more 
than just hearing promises about God, listening to stories, lighting candles and changing 
paraments. Advent is about waiting but it is also a season to cultivate our attention, to open our 
eyes and keep awake to the presence of God already among us. 
 
Jesus is already and not yet here. God is hidden and God is present. God is silent and 
speaking. 
 
Wherever this Advent finds you, I hope that in the darkness you will find the light of hope, and 
on the journey to Christmas you will find the signposts of our hidden-present God. O come, O 
come, Emmanuel, and open our eyes to see your coming. 
 


