ADVENT SUNDAY 2011
Last weekend we celebrated the 18th birthday of my eldest daughter – we ‘the oldies’ were allowed to pay for it, come to the lunch and to be on hand at the return from the pub just in case! I am pleased to report all passed of (fairly) quietly.
As part of these celebrations Helen, my wife, and I found a collection of photographs to display, from babyhood – to adulthood (is 18 adulthood?). The first few years on paper the rest in disc… such is the ‘progress’ we have made. I found it an extraordinary collection of photographs – sobering, I was a lot lighter and had darker hair at the beginning, and deeply emotional – to see this baby becoming the person she is today. Of course there was personality from the beginning but as we looked at those photographs it was easy to see how personality had developed, how the things that delight her and us have grown, her music, her different skills and abilities, how other things were tried and forgotten, her entry into the fairy ring at ballet in Thurrock is long remembered and led to a swift departure from that class much to my relief!

My daughter still has of course much to do – the excitement of life ahead – possibilities of university, family, work, choices to be made… it is easy to be envious – oh to have those possibilities again before us, choices that can be made. It is easy to be slightly sentimental….wouldn’t it be lovely. But we also know it won’t always be lovely.  There is hard work too, the challenge of making relationships, sustaining them, hard work of study, of finding employment in today’s economy… no one says it is going to easy – but it is wonderful none the less to be reminded of the enthusiasm of youth, and enthusiasm we so often forget to emulate
The author of Isaiah 64 may well be I suspect a little older than 18, probably more our age, your age and mine, and as we so often do it would seem he has forgotten the hopes, the dreams and the aspirations of his youth, he is lost his enthusiasm his passion for life and all that life might offer and he laments its passing with a cry to God for an appearing, ‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come down so the mountains would quake at your presence.’ God come to dwell with us rescue us, restore our life. It is a common cry.
Isaiah knows that all is not as it should be. There is a longing in his heart - God he knows is so great - more than ever we can perceive, ‘no eye has seen any God besides you’ he says – ‘who works wonders’, but we have become like those who are unclean –depression sets in -  we have been unfaithful, our righteous deeds are like filthy cloth, we all fade as a leaf, and our iniquities take us away. ‘Why are you so full of heaviness oh my soul and why so unquiet within me’ says the psalmist. It is if the darkness of despair has overtaken, no one calls on God’s name.

But let me ask you this - does no one really call on God’s name? Isaiah has gone I think too far… and he knows it, he has reached the depths of his despair and suddenly he wakes, jolted from his melancholy.
 ‘Yet’ he says, not strong enough ‘and now’ he says I realise: ‘O Lord, you are our father, we are the clay and you are the potter’. Isaiah having lamented the state we are in comes to recognise our dependence on God, and in recognising that dependence he also discovers that there is the beginning of the opportunity to see just who he might be able to be, to catch a glimpse of what is possible with God. We are not there yet but we are called to keep awake to the possibilities that God has for us…. for the things that we are capable of becoming.
And this of course is our Advent hope….. hope that shines in the darkness of our streets, a hope for which so many seek.

The reality is that on our streets today so many yearn for something different, It may be in part an effect of recession, and the effects of that, most notably on the young are only just becoming clear, and there is certainly more hardship to come, but I suspect it goes deeper. The season of Christmas Shopping (liturgical colour sparkly, with cash registers sounding as clear as the Sanctus bell) is no bad things (though I full confess it is not favourite experience – and one I try like most men I know to delegate as fast as I can), it is no bad thing, but it and all the lights in the shops will not open the heavens, will not bring God to dwell on earth. This is not our Advent hope.

Our hope is in Christ. Our hope is in Christ the one who can restore hope in us. The challenge to is to make the connections – something happening here in this place – Christmas trees (I love Christmas Trees) moving from the high street to the church connect the lights of our streets to the light of Christ and point more clearly I suspect than any words to where the Advent hope can truly be found. Light that points to Christ the light of the world.
This light that can wake us as Isaiah was woken from despair so that we too can says with him you Lord are our father, we are the clay and you are the potter – take me and make me as you will.
So here is the challenge this Advent – a challenge among the busyness of the days that are now upon us – will we, will you be prepared to take the risk to let the advent hope grow in you –  will you begin this week by reflecting on your, the clay that makes you day by day, in work and family, in church and in community and will you open yourself to God, the potter to let him in to, will you be open to what you can be in his hands, Will you do this to prepare to be ready for the coming of Christ.
Amen.

