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TEXT: Isaiah 64:4 “From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any 

God besides you, who works for those who wait for him.” 

PURPOSE: To kindle an intense desire for the real God, awesome, holy, and loving, to come as 

Savior to our endangered world. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 Here we are, on the cusp of the holiday season.  However it happened in our 

various households, we have navigated Thanksgiving in the era of living 

pandemically.  Major disruptions of our holiday shopping habits meant that Insane 

Friday was not at all as insane as it was in the past.   Today, Advent begins, and 

Christmas is on the horizon.  The best organized among us have set out at least a 

few Christmas decorations.  The rest of us are feeling lucky that we’ve found the 

storage box.  Soon enough, the white wire deer will be bobbing their heads in 

many yards and whatever this year’s decorative craze is will show up in too many 

places.  

 

 Our ‘to-do’ lists say its time to be getting to work on Christmas.  But the 

witness of scripture says its time to let Christmas be getting to work on us.  We 

think that getting ready for Christmas has a lot to do with taking care of business, 

with active preparing.  But Advent’s way of getting ready for Christmas has 

everything to do with letting go of busy-ness, with passionate waiting.  Listen to 

Isaiah’s word about waiting in today’s scripture:   (Isaiah 64:4)  “From ages past 

no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who 

works for those who wait for him.”   

 

Do you know how families have tales that tell the essence of the family?  One 

such story in my family goes back a long time, early in the time that my sister and I 

were both out of college and on our own.  It’s a story that tells the difference 

between preparing and waiting.  My sister Debbie had a dog named Rachel, a 

white terrier mix who had come to us as a stray when we were teenagers.  Rachel 

had lived a long time with no interest in the occasional affections of male dogs.  

But late in her life, she took up with a collie, of all breeds, and got herself pregnant.  

While Debbie and Rachel were living in an apartment, the time came for Rachel to 

give birth.  Mom and Dad were there with Debbie, but not a one of them had a 

clue what they were supposed to do.  They set out newspapers and towels, but then 

they just sat around watching the poor dog pant.  Finally, Mom got up and put a 

big pot of water on to boil.  My sister asked, “What is that pot of water for?”  
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Mom said, “I have no idea.  I just know you’re supposed to boil water when 

someone’s about to deliver a baby.” 

 

 When we prepare, we are exercising some degree of control over the future.  

We make a nice box for the mom and her pups, and we do our best to limit the 

mess that we figure the birthing will make.  If it’s a child about to be born, the 

preparations can drive the parents crazy.  Or at least, it can drive the people who 

hear about the preparations crazy.  We decorate a nursery and stock up on diapers 

and pack our hospital bag.  We do baby showers and page through books of 

names, and these days, we frame sonogram portraits of the infant in utero.  

 

 But when we wait, we are acknowledging that what happens next is beyond 

our control, and no amount of boiled water will alter that fact.  It’s a little like 

getting ready for Christmas.  No matter how much we prepare for the big day, 

finally, we are forced to wait.  Late on Christmas Eve, as the exhausted parents 

plunk themselves down and look at each other and at the presents they have been 

helping Santa to arrange under the tree, no amount of boiled water will assure some 

particular outcome to all their preparing.  All they can do is wait.  

 

 But the waiting to which our faith calls us is not passive, but rather 

passionate.  Listen again to Isaiah’s cry to God, in the days when it seemed as if 

God had abandoned Israel: “Oh, that you would tear open the heavens and come 

down, so that the mountains would quake at your presence– as when fire kindles 

brushwood and fire causes water to boil–to make your name known to your 

adversaries, so that the nations might quake at your presence!”  (Isaiah 64:1-2)  

 

 This is a waiting that is both desperate and insistent.  God, get out of your 

safe, sweet heaven, and get down here to the mess of earth!  And don’t come 

quietly, don’t come as a still, small voice– come like an earthquake, come like a 

western wildfire, come like a terrorist organization scaring the dickens out of the 

nations!  People don’t call for God with this much passion unless their situation is 

truly desperate, truly beyond their ability to manage.  This is not the patient 

waiting of the hunter being still and quiet  and patiently waiting for a deer to come 

near.  This is the outstretched hands, screaming as loud as you can waiting of 

people standing on their rooftops watching for rescue boats in the wake of the 

devastation of Hurricane Katrina.   

 



 I wonder: do we have reason to wait for God with this much passion?  Is 

there something about our situation which is sufficiently uncomfortable to let us get 

pushy and insistent with God?  Advent is about this, and if we don’t get it, then we 

won’t get Christmas.  Advent is about opening our eyes to the world’s huge need 

for its Savior God, and rekindling our passionate waiting for God to assert holy 

power.   Advent’s waiting provokes prayers that border on the impolite:  O God, 

leave the heavenly habitations and come overcome the demons of our day that are 

no match for our puny efforts!  God, come and undo the great deceit that tells us 

that to be is to buy, come and impose your justice on a world awash in inequality 

and distress, come and establish your peace in a world that is tearing itself to 

pieces!   

 

 But imploring God to get involved with our world is only the beginning of the 

movement that is Advent.  Wanting God to come and make things right  exposes 

the ways we’re entangled in things being wrong.  Isaiah’s urgent call for God to 

come quickly moves into confession. (Isaiah 64:6-7)  “We have become like one 

who is unclean.  Our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. There is no one who 

calls on your name, or attempts to take hold of you.”  I get the feeling that Isaiah is 

confessing on behalf of people who aren’t aware of their need to confess.  He 

knows what the people’s numbness keeps them from realizing.  They need God to 

break into their world, but they aren’t even calling for God.  They think their 

problems are financial, or emotional, or political, or moral.  Isaiah knows that the 

fundamental problem is theological.  The real problem is a huge breach in the 

relationship between God and God’s people.  Isaiah’s diagnosis of the cause of his 

day’s troubles applies to the troubles of our day.  If the matters that dismay us are 

all on the human plane, then these are all matters we can manage.  Fixing what’s 

gone wrong comes under the same heading as preparing for what is to come:  it’s 

about what we can control, what we can manage.  Have the right broker, have the 

right vaccine, have the right candidate, have the right rulebook, and you’re all set. 

 

 But if what’s out of whack in our lives has to do with what’s going on 

between us and God, that’s something that’s beyond our ability to manage or 

control.  There’s nothing we can do to fix that, except to get real about the mess 

we’re in.  That’s what our tradition calls a “confession of sin.”  So musty, so 

morose, so non-commercial.  But it is the move that opens us to divine grace.  

This is the aspect of the Christian Advent that is most counter-cultural to the hustle 

of getting ready for Christmas.  Instead of doing things designed to make 

ourselves feel good, we allow ourselves to feel bad– to realize that not just those 
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other people, or those terrible situations out there, beyond our direct experience, 

but we ourselves are out of sync with God’s love and justice, and we ourselves who 

have been preferring our way to God’s way.  Be clear about this: confession is not 

about wallowing in guilt.  Confession is about loosening the logjam.  It’s about 

cleaning house.  Confession is learning how to see the troubles of our lives and of 

our world as rooted in a troubled relationship with God.  And then, it’s about 

trusting God to heal what we cannot heal ourselves.  It’s about coming more 

deeply to believe that God is as merciful as God is awesome.  I would rather stand 

in the presence of the awesome God who makes the mountains quake and the 

nations tremble than to keep on avoiding the unpleasant work of getting real with 

myself, because I dare to believe that God is full of mercy and able to heal.  

Advent’s passionate waiting is not the waiting of those who doubt that their 

salvation will come.  Nor is Advent’s fearless confessing the confessing of one 

who doubts God’s grace. Advent’s waiting is full of trust, because it is the mighty 

God, the only true God, for whom we wait.  Advent’s confessing is full of joy, 

because it is the very God who made us to whom we confess.   

 

 God does not need reminding, but Isaiah says it anyway: “Yet, O Lord, you 

are our Father; we are the clay, and you are the potter; we are all the work of your 

hand.”  (Isaiah 64:8)   We are waiting for the one who made us with feet of clay 

and souls shaped for heaven.  We are waiting for the one who brought our 

ancestors out of bondage, the one who sustained them in the wilderness, the one 

who has always been about bringing down the arrogant mighty and lifting up the 

lowly and the humble.  “From ages past there never has been a God like you, who 

works for those who wait for you.”  We know who it is for whom we are waiting, 

and we know how this awesome, holy, loving God works.   

 

 When our working doesn’t work any more, when our preparations fail to 

assure us of the future we hope for, when the powers that shrivel souls and poison 

creation maintain a grip on life that we cannot loosen, that’s when we see God 

doing the work God does for those who wait for God.  When it seems as if the 

power of earthly empire is the ultimate power, that the fortified cities and the 

boardrooms of the great corporations are the sources of safety and sustenance,  

that’s when we see a baby laid in a manger, and we know that God is still at work, 

at the work of redeeming love.  When it seems as if that which is self-serving, and 

cunning, and vicious has spoken the final word and managed the final deed, that’s 

when we see a cross on a hillside, and a broken man hanging there between two 
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thieves, and we know in our bones that God’s saving way will prevail.   

 

 Welcome to Advent, a wonderful time of waiting.  Welcome to the arms of 

the one true God, mighty and merciful, the only one worth waiting for.  Let that 

waiting become your passion.  Let it move you to fearless confession.  Let it 

deepen your trust in God who does come, so that you may be among those who live 

in courage and in peace. 


