I focus today on the first reading… a reading from what is sometimes called “3rd Isaiah”… a third major section of the familiar Old Testament book of Isaiah.
The first portion of the book is likely composed well before the Babynonian Exile (a hugely important historic time when the Jewish country was devastated by the Babylonian Empire in the 6th century BCE.)
In 587 BCE, the Babylonian army destroyed the autonomy and well-being of Israel, forcing many of its leaders to leave their familiar country and live in exile within the strongholds of Babylon (located in modern day Iraq).
The so-called “Second-Isaiah” section (chapters 40-55) seems to have been written DURING the time of the exile, from a perspective of brokenness that also held forth hope that God will restore the country and return the people of Israel to their homeland.

A decree by King Cyrus the Persian  in 538 BCE ended the exile.

That allowed the people to return from their time of exile to rebuild their crumbled kingdom… if they could.

The prophetic voice of 2nd Isaiah expressed the hope DURING the exile that God’s people would have success in their country’s restoration.

But, the process of rebuilding was not so easy… and it would seem that competing and increasingly contentious factions developed.

One faction was highly visionary about what God would do in their midst, not just restoring what has been, but envisioning that Israel would become an even more profound blessing to the world than was ever before experienced.

On the other hand, another faction was more pragmatic with their concern to hold onto they considered most familiar, becoming contentiously protective of their sense of tradition and power.

Both of these two factions seem well represented in the various chapters of this 3rd section of Isaiah.

These descriptions provide an overall context of today’s first reading.

As I continue considering this reading I’ll be wondering how it connects with the life and experience of St. John’s Lutheran and its members.
Like the message of today’s first reading, it is important during the onset of a new day… a new period in the lives of God’s people… to pay attention to things of the past as well as possibilities for the future.

Here at St. John’s, we begin a new church year today with this first Sunday of Advent.

It is a year that holds some promise for resolving year’s-long processes for possible building renovation.

It is a year in which the call process will likely become a primary activity for the congregation and its leaders.

It is a year to more sharply consider, clearly define, and heartily commit to the congregation’s new and renewed sense of ministry.

The opening words of today’s service include concepts of God restoring and coming anew into our lives, creating a new day.

They are words that announce and create an expectation that God IS acting and WILL do something new.

The words that begin today’s 1st reading present a powerful verbal image of what the day means to us… 
“O that you, O God, would TEAR OPEN the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your presence.”

This is a prayer to God not too unlike the words of our Advent Prayer of the Day… “Stir up your power, Lord Christ, and come!”

Wow… what an image… “tear open the heavens and come down”!
Of course, the language assumes a world view different from our own… but we can connect with the sense of it.

The portrayed view of reality is that God’s residence is just… up “there”… somewhere past the clouds… situated just beyond that boundary-like, dome-like sky… the place where the sun, moon and stars travel across and above the face of the earth.

The first reading requests (as does the Prayer of the Day) God to “tear open” those heavens, to rip-into-shreds the barrier separating God from the world of human life, to enter profoundly into the midst of our human world.

Incidentally, with the new church year we also begin to use the 2nd year of the 3-year lectionary readings in weekly worship, this year focusing on gospel readings mostly from Mark.

AND, Mark begins and ends with two boundary-renderings: the stories of Jesus’ baptism and the tearing of the temple curtain when Jesus is killed… God is powerfully at work creating something NEW.

“Do something remarkably dramatic and sky-rendering, O God,” we pray… are we ready for such godly action?

None-the-less, it is what we pray for… and it is what we look forward to observing in very real ways.
I am confident in God’s capacity of renewal and restoration to new life as described in 2nd and 3rd Isaiah… and as might apply to the life of St. John’s as well in our current time.

The 1st reading has language expressing the perceived absence of God… and a degree of befuddlement and confusion on the part of the writer by the struggle encountered in the time of restoration.

The great expectations set forth by 2nd Isaiah now seem to be empty… with a God who seems and feels very distant… 
“…you have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity…”

In other words, the consequences of chosen behaviors, attitudes, and hurtful actions have the effect of diminishing our capacity to sense God within our midst.

Yes, we know our tendencies toward self-orientation, (using language of New Testament Paul) to go the way of the flesh while ignoring the ways of the spirit… to sin, to fall far short of the glory of God… they are inter-related.
There is always plenty of blame and accusation to go all around among God’s people in the present circumstances of any time.

In an community, to one degree or another, whether purposely or unintentionally, we hurt one another; 
we become hurt BY one another;
we experience the wear and tear of conflict, the sheer fatigue;
we become disappointed by what could have been but isn’t;
we experience discouragement and even despair;
we wonder and worry about our future as a community;
we see blocks and challenges to vibrant life…

These kinds of feelings connect with a profound sense of God’s absence within the text of the 1st reading.
And, I find it fascinating that today’s words of Isaiah even declare that the people’s problems are a result of God’s absence.

It is like an “I’m mad at God” kind of attitude… and a refusal to take responsibility for self in a sense… “because you, O God, hid yourself we sinned.”

While voiced briefly, that is not the primary attitude of the writer; the writer seems more to be describing the people’s attitude than of the reality of God actually being distant, causing people to sin.

The prophet of the 1st reading places the burden of the exile experience and the conflict that emerges during the restoration squarely upon Israel itself… naming the cold, hard realities of the people’s relation with God mirrored within relationships with one another.

One of the things repeated many times during the past year when processing recent conflicts and issues… we ALL play a role in making conflict happen… generating / maintaining conflict… and experiencing the relational hurts / sapping of energy that go along with conflict.

These are the kinds of feelings and realities, acknowledged in the scripture text, that I think connect with the life of St. John’s… as they would connect with any community that experiences struggle and challenge… and all communities face struggle and challenge.
But such feelings never remain too long in the deliberation of God’s people, even when such a chasm in relationship seems too deep and wide to cross… as is the increasing reality in the conflicts represented in 3rd Isaiah.
The words of today’s Old Testament reading suddenly shift, even when it might seem that hope is lost or when God’s people seem to have drifted too far apart for restorative wholeness.

The prophet of the 1st reading makes a profession on behalf of the people, reminding them – and us – who we are and WHOSE we are.

“Yet, O Lord, YOU are our father… we are the clay, and you are the potter; we are ALL the work of your hand… now consider [O Lord] that we are all your people.”

This working of clay in the potter’s hand is a continual, ongoing process that depicts a life of faith.
God’s actions are constantly remolding us in the NOW of life.

Every NOW provides time and opportunity for something new.

Every turn of the church year creates a new NOW… every month that emerges in that year… each day and each moment of the day are opportunities for new and renewed ways to emerge and be created.

We remind ourselves constantly of this proclamation… a constant reminder for life and living.

We do so each week as we draw together to again worship a God who HAS restored God’s people in the past and will do so again.

We do so each week as we gather around the common food that has nourished God’s people for centuries to BE the body of Christ in the world.

We remind ourselves over and over that we are like clay in the hands of the potter, being remade and reshaped for greater wholeness of life… and for meaningful purpose… and to BE a part of community.

In this frame of mind, we move into a new year of life in the community of St. John’s Lutheran Church, a community deeply connected with the past, with the wider expressions of the church, and with a future that continues to be remolded with new possibility.

We do pray during these Advent days… 
“Stir up your power, Lord Christ, and come.”
“Rip open the skies and the things that separate.”
“Mold us and fashion us anew in restoration and toward new wholeness for life together.”
A closing thought, since we have a focus on music today…

While I was writing the text of this sermon and thinking about the power of God to act anew in our midst toward renewal and new life, I was listening to a stream of classical Christmas music.

My ears perked up when I began hearing the finale music of Igor Stravinsky’s “Firebird Suite”.

Hmmm…. that’s interesting.

If you know the music, it sounds of the early 20th century... the harmonies are striking… the melody is in 7/4 time… the sounds are innovative, fresh, glorious and increasingly invigorating right up to the end.

The music, you see, depicts the rebirth of the firebird, the mythical phoenix that lives a long time but dies in a burst of flame reducing it to only ashes… and then, from out of the ashes, becomes renewed and reshaped into a new firebird.

It isn’t really “Christmas or Advent” music in the purist or traditional sense; that’s why I was startled to hear the music included in the play list.

But perhaps it really IS a most appropriate piece of music to enhance the Advent preparation for the celebration of Emmanuel… God IS with us… and God is doing something powerfully renewing among us… and we hold onto that very hope and expectation. 
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