Advent One. 2011

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

How can we prepare for God when we are so busy preparing for Christmas?  

You know - sorting out the tinsel, baking the cake, making or buying the gifts. 

I have invited Katie here today because she is an artist. Sometimes she works with clay. I thought that by watching her we might understand something of that verse.

“Yet you, Lord, are our Father:                                                                                                  We are the clay, you are the potter: we are the work of your hand.”

I have always found comfort in that verse, Isaiah 64: 8.                                                           

We are not alone. 

The background to this part of Isaiah is that Cyrus, King of the Persians, after conquering Babylon, gave the Jewish exiles permission to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple and the city. The returnees found life very tough.        Neighbours made the rebuilding difficult.                                                                             

There were internal divisions and the destruction had been so complete.                                                                                                           (The Christchurch rebuilders will share something of this experience.) 

The people of God were used to seismic activity in the Rift Valley in which the Jordan flows. Earthquakes were associated with God’s presence.                                  Anything beyond people’s control was assumed to represent God’s presence.  Sin made the nation fade like a leaf falling off a tree. The fallen leaf – severed from its life-giving branch - left no connection between the leaf and the tree.                                                 The returned exiles, who felt like fallen leaves, wondered if they still had any connection with God. 

I imagine in those times many people watched potters do their work.                             They sensed the deep affection artists have for their art.                                                               The people longed for God to be fashioning them, transforming them, restoring a relationship.                                                                                                                                   They believed God’s purpose was not destruction, rather creativity.                                       They held fast to their hope. 

Theologians call the 13th chapter of Mark ‘the little Apocalypse’.                                          This type of literature was written in difficult times. There were symbols that unveiled God’s purposes, uncovering often the end times.                                                    Why do we think of this in Advent on Hope Sunday?  

Time was not cyclic; rather it was understood to be linear, leading to God’s final judgment. There were kairos moments, crucial moments, profound moments. 

The dramatic images are from the Old Testament. Joel, Isaiah, Daniel. Jesus was travelling to Jerusalem to his violent death. The disciples were to be alert, alert at their least ready moments. A sign of the time was given by the fig tree. Remember during one Lent we had a fig tree growing in a pot to illustrate Jesus’ teaching. Today that tree is over 12 feet tall with lots of figs on it and here we have a little branch showing that summer is near and the fruit is blossoming. 

Keep awake, keep alert, does not mean to enjoy chronic insomnia.                                  It is to be spiritually awake, doing God’s will, which includes serving, helping those in need, forgiving others and sharing what is important in your faith thinking at appropriate times. 

I wonder what you hope for today. On the Advent candle there are prayer suggestions throughout this week about hope. Christian hope is positive, an active attitude that leads us to play our part in bringing to fruition what we hope and pray for - for the world, for the church, for yourself and those you love.                      As you pray, reflect on the shaping of your life by the Potter so that you become the beautiful, practical vessel that God intends you to be and hopes you will be,  building on who you are and what you have already become. 

