
1 
 

November 30, 2014   

Isaiah 64:1-9   

Mark 13:24-37    A Big Empty Space for Jesus 

 

That space in front of my living room window is taunting me. Now that 

Thanksgiving is over, it’s begging to be filled with a Christmas tree. 

“I’m waiting,” it whispers to me. “Come on, now, Mary. Time’s a-

wasting. Get a move on. Get in the spirit. Don’t you want to decorate? 

Don’t you want a lovely tree here as soon as possible? Come on. Real or 

fake, it doesn’t matter. I’m not picky. Just put up a Christmas tree in this 

big empty space!” It’s holiday time. It’s fun, festive decoration time. 

And everything is telling me that. All the lights around town are telling 

me that. The stores are telling me that. The radio has been telling me that 

since November 1. It’s time, they are saying. It’s time for Christmas. Fill 

every nook and cranny with it. Deck every hall with it. Stuff every inch 

of everything with it. 

But today’s scripture readings have caused me to stop and think about 

filling everything up with Christmas so soon. See, I was ready to pick 

out my Christmas tree. I was ready to buy it. I was ready to have the tree 

on hand. It seemed the efficient thing to do. So that the second 
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Thanksgiving was over, I could whip that Christmas tree out. So I could 

avoid any dead air during the holidays. 

But today’s readings have made me rethink all of that. They have made 

me think a bit more about that big empty Christmas-tree-shaped space in 

front of my window. And they have explained to me, rather bluntly, that 

I need to leave that space empty for a little while. In fact, it might be 

necessary for me to do so. They are saying that I need to leave a space 

for Advent. Because otherwise I’ll miss something. Because if I rush to 

fill the space, if I cram it full of holly jolly holiday stuff, I’ll miss what 

this is about. This is a time of watching and waiting for us in the church. 

A time of slowing down and observing where hope and peace are absent 

from our lives. Where are the big empty spaces of longing and yearning 

and crying out for the God who used to be there, but isn’t? Where have I 

filled it with busy schedules or sports or shopping or entertainment? We 

begin Advent by asking those questions and acknowledging God’s 

absence. That God is missing. That we need God. We must begin there. 

With a great, big, empty space just waiting for a Savior. 
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Today’s reading from Isaiah was written for people who felt the absence 

of God.  As a nation they had been seized and deported, taken from 

Israel to Babylon. And there the people had stayed in exile for about 60 

years, with a deep hole in their hearts. In that faraway place, they were 

living lives that were not their own. Subjected to the whims of another 

culture and another king and another religion. Faraway from everything 

they loved. With great, big empty spaces in their spirits where all those 

things used to be. And God—God was nowhere to be found. God had 

left them to their heartbreak and disappointment. We can hear the pain in 

Isaiah’s voice: “O, that you would tear open the heavens and come 

down!” Don’t be absent anymore, God! Come down to us, O God, from 

wherever you are in that faraway place. Break into this world! Come and 

shake the earth; set fire to it. Do something, so we know that our 

suffering matters to you. We want to know that we matter. Or is there 

just empty space out there? You have hidden yourself. And we have 

become lost in the emptiness. Lost to ourselves. Lost to our shallow 

desires and our paper-thin reasons. Our lives and everything in them are 

empty and void, like the fall leaves blowing in the winter wind. It’s a 
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great big, empty space here, God, without you. O, that you would tear 

open the heavens and come down! 

Isaiah speaks a powerful word to us about what the absence of God feels 

like. Isaiah names what so many people, so many of us, know. That 

lonely empty space. The hollow hurt of those who miss loved ones. The 

grief of those who miss home. The disappointment of those longing for a 

life they can’t have. And it’s hard to face the great big emptiness, 

especially during the holidays. Especially since we’re supposed to be 

full of comfort and joy. But that’s where Advent begins. Because this is 

where the story of Emmanuel begins. It starts with that great, big empty 

need for hope, for peace, for love, for God to be with us. 

So the first thing we do in Advent, is that we slow down and we become 

mindful of the great big, empty space where God is not. We see where 

God is absent in the world. And we lift our voices with all those who are 

wondering where God is: Where are you, God, when terrorists strike? 

Where are you when children are abducted? Where are you when your 

creation is poisoned by pollution? Where are you when families fall 

apart? Where are you when an accident kills a father, or cancer snuffs 
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out a daughter, or alcohol and drugs take a son? Where are you, God? 

Why do you hide your face from us? O, that you would tear open the 

heavens and come down! 

Like many of you, I have been following the news from Ferguson, 

Missouri. I admit at times I’ve been irritated by the breaking news and 

the special bulletins. And I wonder about the distortions of hyperactive 

media attention on all sides. And I don’t know who is right or wrong. 

And I don’t know how things should have been done or what the best 

answers are. But I do know what I hear from people in Michael Brown’s 

community. And from protesting communities around the country. That 

his death is just one more case of how African-American lives don’t 

matter. In a long history of not mattering. As slaves, as share-croppers, 

as low-wage earners, as ghetto occupants, as so-called thugs and 

gangsters. How convenient it is for it not to matter to me. How easy it is 

for me to ignore it all and all the inequalities and burdens and 

discriminations faced by people of color. Does it matter to me? And 

would it matter to Jesus? And does it matter to our faith that there are 
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people facing the deep, empty absence of grace and hope and peace; and 

God? In Ferguson, or right down the street? Does it matter to me? 

This is where Advent begins. By acknowledging the great, big empty 

godless spaces where we need God and where the world needs God. To 

see the absence of justice. To recognize the lack of mercy and love. To 

mourn and grieve and cry out that things should not be this way, they 

should be different. To say: Things are not OK. We are not OK. And 

God, when you are so far away from us, that’s not OK either. There is 

evil and suffering here. There is hurt and despair. And it is so common. 

And we are so wearied by it. We are wearied in our hope. We are 

wearied in our faith that you, God, will make things right. And maybe 

the gift of Advent is that finally, we can say those things. We can be 

honest. We can admit to that godforsaken space where you are, where I 

am, where the world is, without rushing to fill it with holiday 

pleasantries. The truth is that we are waiting for the baby Jesus to come 

because we need him to come. 

So we wait and we watch.  We observe the emptiness and name it. 

Because God’s absence is part of the story. Jesus tells his disciples to be 
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prepared for it: In those days, the sun will be darkened, the moon will 

not give its light, the stars will fall from heaven. These are the signs. 

And we, his disciples, should know them. We must be ready. We are to 

stay awake and be prepared. To sit with the world in the dark emptiness. 

Not to ignore it, or disguise it with a bunch of Christmas lights. But to 

light one little candle at a time. To know it and grieve it and pray for a 

Savior through it with the god-forsaken. 

As the church, we pray into the great big emptiness: “O that you would 

tear open the heavens and come down.” Shake up the powers that be, 

like Isaiah says. Like an earthquake. Like a fire that consumes all evil. 

Lord God, hear our cries. In your mercy, save us. Protect our families. 

Protect our children. Protect all children suffering everywhere. End 

violence. End depression. End anxiety and loneliness and heartache. But 

don’t stop there, Lord. End homelessness. End poverty. Eradicate Ebola 

and cancer and Alzheimers and ALS. Stop terrorism. Prevent sexual 

assault. End hunger. Stop the need for prisons and guns and bombs and 

refugee camps. Root out corruption, racism, and all corporate greed. 

Protect this wounded planet before we ravage it past saving, and shield 
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us, O Lord, from our sinful, self-destructive selves. Save us from 

ourselves! "O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!"
 1
 

Advent begins in that big, empty space of God’s absence. Where we 

know our need for the presence of the Christ who is to come. We are not 

OK. And we need Christ to make things OK again; to come in glory, to 

overcome all that is wrong, to rid the world of injustice and evil, to be 

with us, so that we can live in hope and peace again. 

And into the great big empty space will come something unexpected. 

Someone unexpected. When we see who has come to be with us, when 

we see God’s answer to our prayers, we might want to laugh or cry. The 

world is falling apart, our hearts and our spirits are exhausted, God’s 

righteousness and love are absent from the world in so many ways; and 

on Christmas Eve, the heavens will be torn open and angels will burst in 

to announce that a child has been born. Emmanuel, God with us. A baby 

lying in a manger. And this shall be a sign to you. That you are not 

alone. That you matter. What does it mean for God to come to us in such 

a vulnerable way? 

                                                           
1
 Debie Thomas, “Hard Gifts”  http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20141124JJ.shtml 
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In the space of Advent, we come to God as we are. We come praying for 

the world as it is, in all its godforsaken-ness. And we come, making 

space to receive God as God is. Not as we might wish God to be, or 

insist that God become. In the big empty openness of Advent, we watch 

and we wait. We pray, Come, Lord Jesus. Come and be with us. In 

whatever unexpected way it may be. Come. We need you to be our 

Savior. 


