« LET YOUR FACE SHINE TOWARD US »

Psalm 80: 1 Hear us, O Shepherd of Israel, 
       you who lead Joseph like a flock; 
       you who sit enthroned between the cherubim, shine forth 

 2 before Ephraim, Benjamin and Manasseh. 
       Awaken your might; 
       come and save us. 

 3 Restore us, O God; 
       make your face shine upon us, 
       that we may be saved. 



At the risk of really dating myself, let me tell you about an important pre-Christmas, Advent season, major annual event and ritual when I was growing up: the arrival in the mail of the Sears and Roebuck Catalogue. Weighing in at roughly 7 pounds, with five or six hundred glossy color pages, featuring  thousands of things more than we could ever imagine or want, my sisters and I honed our reading skills by reading about the things we might want, and much of our research and library skills by learning to use the index to find Toys (its in the T-section, after S's and suits). Our math skills really surged whenever Dad said, "We're only spending this much on Christmas this year," and, well, you can guess how we approached our campaign to get this, that and more, within that price range.  I guess you could say that the Sears and Roebuck Catalogue was, for us kids, our Bible, and the things pictured on the glossy pages, were our prayers and prophesies, while our Advent season disciplines were wishing, waiting.....and, or course, behaving.


But so many years later, I can't remember the half of what I asked for, nor of what I got. I was so sure at the time that the brightly colored toys and games on those glossy colored pages would make me eternally and uncontrollably happy. But now I don't even have anything anymore that would have come from a 1967 Sears and Roebuck catalogue. If they haven't turned to dust, they're in the depths of some landfill somewhere. Or in an antiques store somewhere getting sold for twenty times their original value. But when you're eight years old, you don't have the perspective on time and value that comes with later years. 


Fast-forward by about thirty or forty years, and a middle age Advent Season pre-Christmas wish list may sound like this: 1) may I make it through the season with my bank account and my sanity intact; 2) may I not start sighing bitterly or say sarcastic things the next time I hear songs like "Happy Holidays!" over the sound system of major department stores; 3) may I get all the present shopping, card-writing, gift-wrapping and office party preparations done in time; 4) may I be gracious in the presence of my most difficult neighbors, work-mates and relatives. 


Isn't there more to Advent than this?


Today,  online websites function as our new Sears and Roebuck catalogues. And this year, the tightness of the economy will mean that the pre-Christmas rituals of hunting for this and asking for that and waiting and longing for that new ipod or that new widescreen TV will be reduced versions of their former selves. If there's any silver lining to today's economic storm clouds, it may be that some of us may stop and ask ourselves what it is we really need, and what we really, really want, when we can't get all of the things that the TV and online catalogues tell us we should want. And what is there, of eternal value and benefit, under all the activities and obligations of the season? 


If we stop and listen hard enough, we might hear other wants and desires bubbling up from the depths of our spirits, desires such as those expressed in the prayers of ancient Israel's worship, in Psalm 80: "Restore us, O God...Let your face shine upon us, that we may be saved." That's the theme of our Advent season celebrations this year: "Let your face shine," as in God's face, not ours. If, for some reason, we have a hard time making our f ace shine with joy or anticipation during this hectic holiday season, or if the Christmas season brings up for us as many painful feelings and memories as it does holly-jolly ones, let's at least take comfort in this: no one is telling us to make our faces shine. The Psalm prays for God to let his face shine, or smile, on us. 


Or, in a break from all the holiday hectic-ness and busyness, there might bubble up a voice like that of the prophet Isaiah of ancient Israel: "Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down....Hide not your face from us, O God." 


Seeing the face of God. Seeing again, the face of God, was ancient Israel's prayer, after the former glory days had passed, when the Judeans had begun filling God's temple with the idols of their neighbors, and the glowing shekinah glory of God left, no longer to dwell in the Holy of Holies in the temple on Mt. Zion, over the Ark of the Covenant, between the golden cherubim. The prophet Ezekiel, in a vision of the night, saw God's glory leave the temple and head east, to precede God's people into exile. To see again the face of God, after the glory of God had departed, after the temple had been destroyed, along with the city of Zion, and its residents had either been killed or taken captive, into exile in a pagan land, that's what the prophets and the people were longing for. Its what our Jewish friends still pray for in many of their services and high holy days. But for now, as Isaiah says, "Your sacred cities have become a desert; even Zion is a desert, Jerusalem a desolation. Our holy and glorious temple, where our fathers praised you, has been burned with fire, and all that we treasured lies in ruins."  Since then, it seems as though the face of God has been hidden from us.


Before then, the face of God could be seen, in a sense, at least by the high priest the one time per year that he went into the holy of holies, on the Day of Atonement, and then came out with the assurance of God's forgiveness and blessing for the people. He saw it in the form of that fiery shekinah glory that dwelt over the Ark of the Covenant. Going in there, on behalf of the people, was like an audience which one might seek with a king in that day. If you had a petition or a favor you were seeking, and were granted an opportunity to see the king's face, that in itself was good news. If you didn't even get to see his face, sorry, you're cooked. But even if you got into the throne room, you could tell how things were going to go by whether the monarch's face was turned to you or not. If so, you had a chance; if not, you were really sunk. 


Although God is invisible, Isaiah had some precedent in history as to how the face of God would look: "Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains would tremble before you!  As when fire sets twigs ablaze and causes water to boil, come down to make your name known to your enemies  and cause the nations to quake before you!  For when you did awesome things that we did not expect,  you came down, and the mountains trembled before you (Isaiah 64: 1-3)." Like when God met Moses atop Mt. Sinai. It was not a moment for the faint at heart.


But there Isaiah's prayer sat, unanswered through seventy years of exile, and many more years when Israel existed only as a former shadow of itself, and was the pawn and possession of empires like ancient Greece, Persia and Rome. Yes, there was again a temple, and a priesthood, offering the regular sacrifices. But prophecy died out, and no fiery glory stood over the ark of the covenant. There wasn't even an ark of the covenant. It had disappeared with the Babylonian invasion. It seemed as though God's face was hidden, and therefore, their exile was not really over. Those who had returned to rebuild Jerusalem and the Temple were technically home, yes, but only as exiles in their native land, the way many Native Americans describe their experience today as a minority and as exiles in their own native continent. 


And if we're still looking to see the currently hidden face of God in some dramatic power encounter that leaves mountains trembling and smoking, then we too may have to wait some more. The prayers of Isaiah and of Psalm 80 have not yet been answered in this dramatic and overwhelmingly obvious manner. 


But the good news of Advent is that Israel's prayers and longings for restoration and reunion are identical to God's desires and promises of restoration and reunion to us. What Israel, her psalms and her prophets longed for, God longs even more to give. God is indeed answering these prayers and longings of ancient Israel, to turn his face toward us in a warm smile of welcome and acceptance, and has indeed answered  them; that God is indeed fulfilling his promise to make his face to shine toward us, and to re-unite heaven and earth. 


But God is only doing so on God's own terms, by God's way, according to God's will, and not our all-too-common human ones. If we need God to show up with the special effects of smoking, trembling mountains, then that is more about us than about God. And we're waiting until its too late, when the same prophets tell us that people will be begging those trembling mountains to fall upon us and hide us from the face we refused to recognize, in the form in which it came. Indeed, if we are looking to God for anything other than God, such as for worldly and temporary power, prestige and possessions, or for dramatic and undeniable displays of worldly success and triumph,  if we're looking and longing for something other than what God desires so strongly to give, then we'll be terribly disappointed in what God has to offer: namely, himself to those lowly and contrite enough to receive him. As one good rabbi said to someone who asked him, "Why don't more people find God?" its "because people are not looking low enough."


We don't stop and look low enough because we have, in nautical terms, "a bone in the teeth." "A bone in the teeth" is a maritime term I picked up from a man I met at a wayside rest stop along the north shore of Lake Michigan, by the straits of Mackinac, near the town of St. Ignace, Michigan. There the highway turns south and heads toward the Mackinac bridge. If you are into watching and tracking international freighters and Great Lakes ore boats, the way some people are into watching and spotting trains, then some lookout point near the Straits of Mackinac is the place to stand, with a pair of binoculars. Its where Lakes Superior, Michigan and Huron come closest together. In this particular wayside rest stop, there was even one of those coin-operated binoculars on a stand, for dedicated boat-spotters.


Becky and I looked out over the water and saw, near the distant horizon, a big freighter, headed west. But at that distance, and that angle, it looked like it was just sitting still, dead in the water. I said so, but the man handed me his binoculars and said, "You can tell its really moving fast by 'the bone in its teeth.'" By that he meant the big white wave piled up in front of its bow by its high speed. The bigger the wave in front, he said, the faster the boat is going. And when the boat is fast enough and the wave is big enough, the ship almost looks like a dog carrying a big white "bone in its teeth." By the size of that "bone in its teeth," I could tell that it was really booking, full steam ahead, toward Green Bay or Chicago. 


And isn't that how we often go through life? Full steam ahead, fixated on a few certain goals, driven hard by some fears, pushing everything and everyone ahead of us like a ship with "a bone in its teeth?" Often without stopping to ask if our drive and direction are even worthwhile? And are they really our drive and desires, or are they those sold to us in catalogues and advertisements? Are they even God's desires? If the face of God seems hidden to us, might it be because we are steaming off in the wrong direction, full speed ahead, like a Great Lakes freighter with "a bone in its teeth," away from God and God's will?


In answer to my earlier question, "Isn't there more to Advent than all this frenetic business and this commercial frenzy?" I would say that asking ourselves such questions is the very meaning and value of the season. What drives, desires and longings am I pursuing? What wants and wishes get us up and keep us moving through the day like a freighter with "a bone in its teeth?" Are they really our deepest, truest, desires, ones most faithful to our eternal selves, or have they been transplanted in us by the brokers of power and the merchants of temporary trinkets? And most importantly, are the God's desires for us, and for the world?


Reflections and examinations like these are what make Advent not just an obligation to endure, not even just a season to celebrate--which I hope it is for all of us--but what make of it the ancient Christian spiritual discipline that it was meant to be, ever since we find earliest record of the Advent season, and of Advent sermons, going back to the likes of St. Augustine in 4th Century North Africa. Some even date Advent back to St. Peter in Rome during the 1st Century, but I think that's confusing history with wishful thinking. Advent is a church tradition, not a biblical command. And I know that, as disciples of the Anabaptist reformers, we rightfully question mere tradition. 


But not all traditions are bad, and not just for being traditions. It helps to ask ourselves why some traditions began, and why they endured. Sometimes they begin and endure for good reason. So, for at least 16 centuries, churches and their leaders have recommended to us that, before we celebrate the birth of Jesus, we should hear and think about certain scriptures for a certain season that tell the story of Israel's loss and longing for direct reunion with God, so that again, "God might make his face to shine upon us, that we might be saved." Listen to this year's Advent season scriptures to hear how God desires and promises the very union and re-union that we most deeply long for. Some of these Advent season scriptures also tell us also that God would make his face to shine upon us through a king, who will lead us, so that, according to Psalm 80, "we will wander away from you no more." He will be called "the man at your right hand," the "son of man whom you have chosen." 


"Son of man" is one name that Jesus of Nazareth gave himself. And now you know where that name comes from: from those prayers of Israel and the promises of Israel's God that we remember every Advent, for a shepherd, a king, "a son of man" whose face will be the face of God shining upon us again, the man whose smile will mean the restoration of God's glory to us, and the reunion of heaven and earth. 


If that union and reunion are what we want and long for and desire most, then Advent is for us. And if we're willing to humble ourselves and seek that face low enough, so that we aren't scandalized when we kneel and find the face of God in a dirty, smelly manger, among dirty, smelly animals, among simple shepherds and a young couple who have fled scandal in their home town, and who will soon flee the wrathful and rejecting face of a powerful king, then our desires and those of God are coming into harmony. 


And  even though I share the Anabaptist suspicion toward tradition, that is why I   recommend observing and celebrating Advent. I recommend treating the season as a spiritual discipline, in which we use the Advent scripture passages and stories and themes and songs to examine those longings and desires that drive us, like freighters with "bones in their teeth," and to compare them with God's longings for us, the thirsts and longings that brought God to us in the lowest  level possible, the helpless and vulnerable infant of Bethlehem. In him, the face of God is no longer hidden from us. In him the face of God shines toward us, again, that we might be saved.
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