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Here we are at the beginning of a new liturgical year.  How different the world 

looks from how it looked a year ago.  A disease unidentified twelve months ago 

has claimed 50,000 lives in France, almost 20,000 of them in the last few weeks.  

The Chancellor of the United Kingdom said this week that the economic impact 

of the pandemic has been greater than anything in over 300 years, and that the 

pain of it has hardly begun.   

‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come down.’  What an appropriate 

sentence to begin Advent.  ‘God, come and sort it out!’  It’s what a lot of people 

are feeling, and it’s at the heart of much of our prayer.  In the hospital ward.  In 

the dementia wing.  When we go for the hundredth interview and are told that 

someone else got the job.  When the relationship ends and we feel bereft.  When 

we are left with a feeling that life has somehow passed us by.  ‘O that you would 

tear open the heavens and come down.’   

I was talking to a fellow chaplain this week in another part of the Diocese, who 

said that some of their congregation had made clear they weren’t going to 

return to church after the lockdown - not because they were self-isolating, but 

because the pandemic had rocked their faith so badly that it didn’t make sense 

any more.  They couldn’t understand how a God of love could watch all that was 

happening in the world and do nothing.  It’s an understandable response.  I know 

a family who lost four members in a month in the spring.  The ‘why’ in such cases 

is one of the most challenging questions any of us has to face.  It’s the cry written 

in every human heart in those moments when our lives seem to be falling apart, 

and we shout out in anguish.  ‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come 

down.’   

The people Isaiah describes in our Old Testament reading have a strong sense of 

the absence of God.  They complain that God has withdrawn from them.  If only 
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God would behave like in the old days, rain down fire and make the mountains 

shake, then people would believe again and order would be restored.  But the 

next few verses are rather more unsettling.  Having shaken their fists at heaven, 

the people begin to see themselves as they are, and with it comes the realisation 

that they have some facing up to do.  It’s no good blaming all their pain on God.  

They have agency too, and what they see in the mirror is uncomfortable.  This 

pandemic has shone light on the fact that, in societies, when resources are not 

distributed fairly, people will be in want and an emergency will tip them into 

crisis; that when spending on public services is cut for years, there will not be 

enough hospital beds or staff to cope with a major emergency.   

Yet it’s not about criticising other people’s decisions:  we have to look ourselves 

in the eye as individuals.  What about the decisions we take each day, the things 

we do, and don’t do, that cause harm or at least indifference to others?  When 

we look deeply at our motivation and how it manifests itself in action or inaction, 

we are left with a sense of shame: ‘all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth.’  

One focus of the season of Advent is judgment, the judgment that comes from 

the sort of long cool look that we know we will receive from God at the end of 

it all.  ‘Keep awake’, says St Mark, ‘for you do not know when it will be’.   

Isaiah’s reflection concludes with the understanding that, despite all that has 

gone wrong for his people (in their case, exile in Babylon), they still belong to 

God: ‘we are the clay, and you are our potter’.  God has not been absent after 

all.  In their self-absorption they have stopped recognising where he is to be 

found.  They have been looking in the wrong places.   

I wonder if sometimes we are at risk of doing the same.  Much of the language 

about Advent is about power and glory.  Early in life we form the belief that 

things will feel better once we are bigger and stronger.  We can sometimes 

project those feelings onto God too.  A God who is bigger and stronger than 

human beings can fix it for us.  ‘O that you would tear open the heavens and 

come down.’  But that sort of invocation may be met not by the shaking of 

mountains, but by silence.   

I am currently reading a book of Advent reflections by Carys Walsh on the poetry 

of R S Thomas1, the Welsh priest who wrote some of the most moving poetry on 

spirituality in the last century.  His writing feels particularly suited to this Advent, 

                                                           
1 Frequencies of God – Walking through Advent with R S Thomas, Carys Walsh (2020). 
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as it is filled with not only a sense of expectation but also a sense of the 

elusiveness of God.  One of the poems, called Folk Tales, puts it like this:   

Prayers like gravel 

flung at the sky’s 

window, hoping to attract 

the loved one’s 

attention. …  

I would have refrained long since 

But that peering once 

Through my locked fingers 

I thought that I detected 

the movement of a curtain. 

 

Sometimes when looking for God we expect something spectacular.  Like the 

passage in the Gospel of Mark this morning, who tells us to keep alert.  But for 

what?  Last week Christine pointed out that Christ the King is not an image 

people always find it easy to relate to, much though it is good to be reminded of 

his victory over suffering and death.  Perhaps we are more used to saying that 

we see God most fully revealed on the Cross, in vulnerable self-giving.  And that 

is profoundly true.  But there’s another image of even greater vulnerability, one 

that is especially apt for this season: that of a new-born baby.   

If you are involved in an argument with someone who is not good at listening, 

what’s the best way to change the conversation so that they do?  Sometimes if 

you do something unexpected, they will stop and hear you.  The Incarnation, for 

which we begin our season of preparation today, was just that:  unexpected.  

We tend to expect God’s way of dealing with the problems of the world to be 

powerful and dramatic.  Raining down fire and making mountains tremble.  But 

it’s not what happened.  Have you noticed the effect that a new-born baby has 

on a group of people?  It reduces them to silence.  It melts their self-importance, 

the complex preoccupations of their adult minds, and it hasn’t even said a word, 

because it can’t.  A new-born baby brings the world to a halt.  It has been called 

the most disarming form of power in creation.   

This year the world has been reminded that God doesn’t always fix things in the 

ways we would want or expect.  Sometimes God redefines what fixing means.  

Advent teaches us that we need to get better at looking where God is revealed, 
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for that is where we will find hope.  This year all of us have felt vulnerable.  No 

one has been spared the sense of life’s precariousness, and for some the year 

has been quite simply devastating.  We are not used to looking for God in 

vulnerability, but maybe we should.  A shared vulnerability asks of us what we 

should do, draws out our instincts to care, our commitment to one another.  It 

can make us kinder people, as individuals and societies.   

There is expectation in the air now, in the midst of all the fear and uncertainty.  

There is hope next year for vaccines against the coronavirus, even if they have 

not arrived yet.  That’s an attitude of mind and heart with which Christians are 

familiar, for it is what Advent is about.  And the ground of our faith and the 

source of our hope are that God did come, at Christmas, and did tear open the 

heavens, on Good Friday.  The tearing of a curtain from top to bottom.  And we 

beheld his glory, the glory as of the only Son of the Father, when we saw the 

cost of love laid bare on a cross.  And three days later we learned that love can 

never be confined, neither by illness nor death nor anything else in all creation: 

that nothing can separate us from the love of God.   

We will hear and live that story again in the weeks and months to come.  May it 

once more inspire and transform us, as it always does.   

Happy New Year.   

Amen.   

 


