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Longing for God

 On Monday, November 14th the Times 2 of The Canberra Times had on its front 
page a close-up photo of singer Michael Stripe with the headline “IT'S THE END 
OF THE WORLD AS WE KNOW IT.”  This was in reference to Stripe's rock 
group, REM (not one of my favourites), 'calling it quits' after 30 years of 
performing.  The end of world as we know it!  Most of us might think that is more 
than a little exaggerated but the reality is that many things can feel like they're the 
'end of the world as we know it'--and this was quite possibly not an overstatement 
for REM fans. 

 The first Sunday of Advent is always a bit like that for the church.  We say we 
welcome it as the beginning of a new church year, and we celebrate it as the start of 
our spiritual preparation for Christmas.  But on this Sunday the Bible readings are 
always about the end of the world—and always in some of the most exaggerated 
scary language available in scripture.  

But in those days, after that suffering,
the sun will be darkened,

and the moon will not give its light,
and the stars will be falling from heaven,

and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.
Then they will see 'the Son of Man coming in the clouds,

 with great power and glory.  [Mark 13: 24-26] 

The fact that we name this 'the glorious second coming' doesn't actually take any of 
the scariness away and doesn't dilute the message that it is 'the end of world as we 
know it.'  What do we mean by this curious pairing of endings and beginnings, of 
catastrophe and ultimate salvation?  How can we possibly grasp out of this 
convoluted, confusing and contorted visionary language some glimpse of hope for 
the reality of our actual lives today?

 Those of you who attended the memorial and thanksgiving service for David Ryde 
will remember that Gregor told the story of having preached a 'fairly traditional' 
sermon here one first Sunday of Advent in reference to such readings, only to have 
David greet him at the door after the service with the pointed question: “Do you 
really believe all that?”  Well, I think we should all be asking ourselves that same 
question today.  Do we really believe all that?  

 And this is where I have to speak up with all the honesty and integrity I can muster 
to say, “No.  I don't.”  I don't believe a word of it—not in any literal sense anyway
—not even in the literary sense if it means that we are to expect God in Christ to 



'come again' in some overwhelmingly dramatic way at a complete and final ending 
of all life on earth.  I don't see any historical, scriptural or experiential evidence that 
God has ever come to us like that—so why do we think God ever will?

Off hand right now I can think of things like...
God's spirit moving over the waters of creation,
or the sound of God walking in Eden's garden, 
Jacob's mysterious wrestle in night, 
the unconsumed burning bush, 
many hundreds of prophecies, visions and poems, 
and that 'still small voice' that Eliijah heard 

when he was expecting God to be in earthquake, 
fire and violent wind instead.  

All of these defy the cataclysmic whole-world-ending predictions of impending 
doom and glory.  And we who believe that God was fully revealed in Jesus know, 
after all, that this 'coming of God' was hardly noticed in the world at the time.  Why 
do we think it will be different in the next or any other time?

 In America in the 1970's it was 'cool' to have religious stickers on your car—most 
notably one that said 'I found it!'  This was fondly and proudly displayed by 
evangelical fundamentalists who believed they knew the whole and complete truth of 
salvation.  On my car I had one that instead said, 'It was never lost.'  There was 
another popular one that read, “Christ is coming again! Are you ready?”  I preferred 
the message, “Christ already came but she was black so we missed her.”  Yes, I 
know that's right close to the line of official heresy—but the point is simply to say 
that we are nearly always looking for God in all the wrong places.  And I think 
that's because we are nearly always longing for God for all the wrong reasons.

We cherish the 'baby in the manger' but we still really want a King.  
We listen to the rabbi's teachings but secretly wish for a magician's words.  
We know the agony of Golgotha really happened but, 

unable to cope with that as a final image of Jesus, 
we prefer to concentrate on a glorious reversal of the pain and tragedy.  

It is not enough, somehow, 
that the first disciples had a real sense of his ongoing presence with them—
or that the man who was then named Saul later encountered that presence 

on the road to Damascus—
or that prophets, priests, poets have since been inspired 

by that same presence—
or that countless ordinary people in all of human history 

have experienced the reality of God in Christ within their own souls
 and can expect to do so in the future too.    
No, we still want more.



Like the ancient Jewish exiles described by Isaiah, we still cry out to God: 
 “Why don't you tear open the heavens and come down?!” [Isaiah 64: 1]
It's not easy to accept that the reply might be... Because God doesn't work that way.  

 We want God to make it all better, 
 but the reality is that God is only willing to make us better.  

We are the clay; God is the potter, 
shaping us—sometimes even breaking and re-shaping us—

into  people who can re-make the world.  

This is the repeated wisdom of scripture from first page to last:  
 that God is with us, 

that our actions matter in the world, 
and that by God's power and glory we can endure,

not merely to some imagined end 
but to the reality of every possible new beginning.  

We can change; 
we can grow; 
we can become ever more surely the beautiful vessels 

that hold God's love for everything always.

When I was a young child one of my favourite activities was 'playing church.'  I'd 
line up all my dolls and toys along the sofa and in chairs and then 'preach' to them—
out of the hymnal.  Well, I still think hymns and songs are often among the very 
best interpreters of scripture and theology that we have so I want to point out just a 
couple of things about the music in today's service.  Advent songs, like the set 
scripture readings, nearly always have words that refer to the traditional glory of 
what we call 'the second coming.' But the songs also nearly always point those 
references toward human transformation and human intervention in the world.  For 
instance, at the close of the service we will sing together that “his angels here are 
human, not the shining hosts above; for the drum-beats of his army are the heart-
beats of our love.”  

I wonder if you noticed that even in the majestic anthem sung by the choir, a 
passionate prayer of praise to Christ as the “central orb of righteous love,” there is 
quite suddenly in the middle of the piece a change of melody and feeling in this 
heart-felt plea from the basses:  “Come, quickly come, and let thy glory shine, 
gilding our dark-some heaven with rays divine.”  (Beautifully sung it was too!)  
This is an echo of that ancient cry for God to come, to “tear the heavens and come 
down,” to intervene dramatically and change everything.  But then the whole choir 
responds  that it is, in fact, the saints (our human ancestors in faith) who are shining 
with divine lustre; they are the ones bright as stars; it is to them that grace has been 
given, God's “power to prove.”  And finally the prayer ends, not in praise of some 



longed-for dramatic vision of apocalyptic glory, but in this new request:

Let thy bright beams disperse the gloom of sin,
Our nature all shall feel eternal day,

 In fellowship with thee, transforming clay
To souls ere-while unclean, now pure within.

 [H.R. Bramley, O thou, the central orb]

Transforming clay to souls now pure within: That is how God works.  
 That is how Christ comes: Not tearing the heavens but changing us .  

 This Advent look for God, 
not in the noise and glitter of the world 
nor even in the songs and services of the Church, 

but firstly in yourselves—and in each other.  

 This Advent long for God,
not in fear that the world is ending,
but in trust that you can yet become all that you are meant to be.  

 This Advent know that God is with us—and always will be.  

Glory be to God the Creator, Jesus Christ and Holy Spirit; as it was in the 
beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end.  Amen.

Rev. Janis R. Huggett


