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“Come Down!”

Isaiah 64
O that you would tear open the heavens and coma,dow
so that the mountains would quake at your pEsen
2 as when fire kindles brushwood
and the fire causes water to boil—
to make your name known to your adversaries,
so that the nations might tremble at your preskn
3When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect,
you came down, the mountains quaked at youepoes
4From 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.
5You meet those who gladly do right,
those who remember you in your ways.
But you were angry, and we sinned;
because you hid yourself we transgressed.
6We have all become like one who is unclean,
and all our righteous deeds are like a filthytll
We all fade like a leaf,
and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away.
7There is no one who calls on your name,
or attempts to take hold of you;
for you have hidden your face from us,
and have delivered us into the hand of our ityqu
8Yet, O Lord, you are our Father;
we are the clay, and you are our potter;
we are all the work of your hand.
9Do not be exceedingly angry, O Lord,
and do not remember iniquity for ever.
Now consider, we are all your people.
10Your holy cities have become a wilderness,
Zion has become a wilderness,
Jerusalem a desolation.
110ur holy and beautiful house,
where our ancestors praised you,
has been burned by fire,
and all our pleasant places have become ruins.
12After all this, will you restrain yourself, O La?
Will you keep silent, and punish us so severely?



John 6:30-40

30So they said to Jesus, ‘What sign are you gargive us then, so that we may see [the
work of God] and believe you? What work are youqening? 310ur ancestors ate the
manna in the wilderness; as it is written, “He gtvem bread from heaven to eat.””’
32Then Jesus said to them, ‘Very truly, | tell ydwyas not Moses who gave you the
bread from heaven, but it is my Father who givas the true bread from heaven. 33For
the bread of God is that which comes down from Brand gives life to the world.’
34They said to him, ‘Sir, give us this bread always

35 Jesus said to them, ‘Il am the bread of life. &eo comes to me will never be
hungry, and whoever believes in me will never bestih. 36But | said to you that you
have seen me and yet do not believe. 37Everythiaigthe Father gives me will come to
me, and anyone who comes to me | will never drivaya 38for | have come down from
heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of hiwho sent me. 39And this is the will of
him who sent me, that | should lose nothing oflait he has given me, but raise it up on
the last day. 40This is indeed the will of my Fatlleat all who see the Son and believe
in him may have eternal life; and | will raise themon the last day.’

| have a little book calle@hildren’s Letters to Gothat I like to pull out every once in a
while to refresh my perspective. It's a collectmiretters that seem to have come from
several Sunday School classes. Ginny writes, “[Beat — Please put a-nother holiday
between Christmas and Easter. There is nothing gothetre now.” Here’s something
from Joyce: “Dear God, Thank you for the baby beotbhut what | prayed for was a
puppy.” This is from Lois: “Dear God, | like the tas prayer best of all. Did you have to
write it a lot or did you get it right the firsintie? | have to write everything | ever write
over again.”

Here’s one from a boy named Seymour: “Dear God, idome you did all those

miracles in the old days and don’t do any now?’sTdne is not quite so funny because it
is one of those kid questions that adults still &skact, there may be a little Seymour in
all of us, wondering why God holds back on the dratowy, faith-building miracles
nowadays. It's the Seymour in me who watches thesrad wonders in cases of child
abuse why God didn’t step in. The Seymour in menal$ Presbytery meetings and
wonders why God doesn’t stop church divisions ba&ng through the microphone
system— | mean, just once is all we would need. Sdéymour in me hears of entire
generations being wiped out by AIDS in Africa andnders why God has not revealed a
cure.

There was a little Seymour in the prophet Isaialemhe said, “O that you would tear
open the heavens and come down, so that the moantaiuld quake at your presence, to
make your name known to your adversaries....O Loilllyau keep silent?!” (64:1, 12)

If ever there was a time in Israel’s history wheaivane cameo appearance would have
been effective, it would have been this time. thisught that Isaiah 64 was written in the
uncertain period following the exile. God’s peopd¢urned to a Jerusalem in ruins to try
to put the pieces of their city and of their faiidick together. We see a glimpse of this



bleak landscape in the end of Isaiah 64 when tbphat writes, “Zion has become a
wilderness, Jerusalem a desolation. Our holy aadtifal house, where our ancestors
praised you, has been burned by fire.” It is omegho try to rebuild a ruined city, but
it's another thing to rebuild a theology, an untlmding of God. Prior to the exile, the
people of Israel believed that the presence of @oeelled in Jerusalem. Jerusalem was
God's city, and Godived in the temple — so to have the city and the terdpkiroyed,
burned by firethrew the people into a crisis of faith. Wheresvaod? Was God burned
in the temple along with everything else? Had Goahaloned them? Does God even
exist? And just how were they supposed to rebuillilze God’s unique people under
foreign leadership? They knew at this point (Isaald it!) that their sin had something
to do with Jerusalem lying in ruins, but how wereyt to move forward? Isaiah 64
expressed it all: their sadness, their remorsé, litveging for renewal. Of course there
was a little Seymour in the people at that timeh,"@at you would tear open the heavens
and come down!” sounds a lot like, “God, how come did all those miracles in the old
days and don’t do any now?”

Isaiah really was thinking of th@d days The “tearing open of the heavens” and the

“mountains quaking” that Isaiah referred to actuakhppened in the time of Moses.

Exodus 19 tells of the Israelites standing at tdo¢ 6f Mount Sinai and God meeting

them there in fire and smoke. Listen to this:
“On the morning of the third day there was thuraled lightning, as well as a
thick cloud on the mountain, and a blast of a tratgo loud that all the people
who were in the camp trembled....Now Mount Sinai waapped in smoke,
because the Lord had descended upon it in firesiieke went up like the smoke
of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violenths the blast of the trumpet
grew louder and louder, Moses would speak and Gmddvanswer him in
thunder.” (Exodus 19:16, 18-19)

There would have been no denying that God was presehat moment. Everyone for

miles around would have known that Yahweh was God.

So when Isaiah says, “O that you would tear operngtavens and come down so that the
mountains would quake at your presence,” he isnggkir an encore of the Sinai show. A
grand fireworks display which would do so muchémvigorate the Jews, proving to
them that Yahweh was still alive and that Yahwéhgired about them, not to mention
leaving no doubt in the minds of the ruling Persiéand all other nations, for that matter)
that Yahweh was the rightful God of the universalrAmatic “coming down” would

solve everything.

But would it? If Isaiah were to consider what hapgafter Mount Sinai shook, he
would have remembered that the show did not leapidater faith. In fact, the opposite
thing happened. The people standing at the fotitaifmountain built themselves a
golden calf to worship. The grand fireworks disphed no lasting impact on their faith.
It would take something different — something tfzat deeper than a sign or a miracle —
to satisfy the Seymour in them, because that Seymas longing for something more
than mere entertainment, more than mere proof.



I

The Seymours in us who grow up and keep askingw'elame you did all those
miracles in the old days and don’t do any now?” lnayasking about something else that
is more difficult to name. Something that we alhihdeep down but blush to put into
words. Something laced with creeping insecuritg likGod, if you're there, do you love
us? Do we matter to you?” We hear this deeper muest Isaiah 64 when the prophet
interrupts himself, saying, “Yet, O Lord, you ang ¢-ather; we are the clay and you are
our potter” (64:8). It is as if Isaiah is sayiny,0u do still love us, God...right?” What
Israel (through Isaiah) was asking for was a m@aut what they wanted was love.
What they were asking for was a tearing open ohttevens, but what they wanted was
someone beside them.

And then, in the words of a prayer from lona, Soadl, “When the world was dark and
the city was quiet, God crept in beside us.” Gasie€a not in a tearing open of the
heavens but quietly, in an ordinary birth. His wowas not thunder; it was a feeble infant
cry probably only heard by Joseph and Mary.

It was too subtle an entrance for the Seymourkemntorld to notice. In fact, when this
baby grew into a man and began doing his work afihg and feeding and teaching,
there always seemed to be a few Seymours followimg asking him to do a real
miracle like the ones God did in the old days.ha teading today from John, we see
Jesus just after he fed 5,000 people with five ésaand two fish. The Seymours around
him ask himafter the feeding, “What sign are you going to givehent so that we may
see [the work of God] and believe you? What wogkyau performing? Our ancestors
(in the old days) ate manna.” Isn’t this somethifig@y seemed to have missed the
whole miracle. While they were staring up at thavess waiting for God to tear them
open and send manna down, 5,000 people ate b@adcaffew ordinary loaves that a kid
was carrying. The Seymours were looking for thetfia God had gone with the subtle.

But even more importantly, standing right in frafthese Seymours was their manna —
God'’s ultimate provision — who, in Jesus’ wordsj lsame down from heaven to satisfy
their deepest hungers and thirsts. God, by consreg@erson, had “crept in beside them.”
And it would be this God beside them, Jesus Chrattthe show-stopping miracles, that
wouldfinally satisfy the Seymours. God would satisfg 8eymours not by coming in

fire and leaving in smoke but by coming in flesld @ying on a cross. In this one final
act, God said to the Seymour in all of us: “You lareed.” Now, that's a miracle.

So, does God not bother with miracles anymore, kngwhat they alone will not change
us? I don't think God can stop doing miracles amyarthan | can stop breathing and still
live. God has been doing miracles ever since Go#lesthe words, “Let there be light.”

If we want to see them, though, we may have to epanbtlety, watching for evidence
of God “creeping in beside.” To my own Seymour dqioesabout the abused child, God
might say, “Whenever a child is moved from an abeisiome to a safe, loving foster
home, you can know that | have been beside thlt.tiio my Seymour question about
church divisions, God might say, “Whenever one Bytsian listens openly to another
and sees the face of Christ in him, | have be¢hemidst of them.” To my Seymour



guestion about the AIDS pandemic, God might sayhéwéver a class on HIV/AIDS is
held in an African village, | have been right thesiting on a bench, smiling.” God has
always been and always will be engaged with thddysp we will always have signs
that “God has been here.”

I'd like to close using the prayer | mentioned yefdr his is a prayer written in the lona
community — a Christian community marked by reneaval growth in Scotland, a
country where Christianity has long been tiredhihk an older Seymour or an Isaiah
could have written it — someone who would lovede the heavens torn open but who is
beginning to understand God'’s style of “creepingéside” and making a life with us...
and in us. Let us pray:

When the world was dark
and the city was quiet,
you came.

You crept in beside us.

And no one knew.

Only the few

who dared to believe

that God might do something different.

Will you do the same this Christmas, Lord?

Will you come into the darkness of today’s world;
not the friendly darkness

as when sleep rescues us from tiredness,

but the fearful darkness,

in which people have stopped believing

that war will end

or that food will come

or that a government will change

or that the Church cares?

Will you come into that darkness
and do something different
to save your people from death and despair?

Will you come into the quietness of this town,
not the friendly quietness

as when lovers hold hands,

but the fearful silence when

the phone has not rung

the letter has not come,



the friendly voice no longer speaks,
the doctor's face says it all?

Will you come into that darkness,
and do something different,
not to distract, but to embrace your people?

And will you come into the dark corners
and the quiet places of our lives?

We ask this not because we are guilt-ridden

or want to be,

but because the fullness our lives long for

depends upon us being as open and vulnerable to you
as you were to us,

when you came,

wearing no more than diapers,

and trusting human hands

to hold their maker.

Will you come into our lives,
if we open them to you

and do something different?
When the world was dark
and the city was quiet

you came.

You crept in beside us.

Do the same this Christmas, Lord.
Do the same this Christmas.

Amen?

! From Cloth for the Cradlby John L. Bell (Wild Goose Publications, 1998)




