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ISAIAH 64:1-9

1   O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, 
          so that the mountains would quake at your presence — 
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 presence 
3   When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect, 
          you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence. 
4   From 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. 
5   You 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. 
6   We have all become like one who is unclean, 
          and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth 
     We all fade like a leaf, 
          and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. 
7   There 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 iniquity 
8   Yet, O LORD, you are our Father; 
          we are the clay, and you are our potter; 
          we are all the work of your hand. 
9   Do not be exceedingly angry, O LORD, 
          and do not remember iniquity forever. 
          Now consider, we are all your people.

MARK 13:24-37

24“But in those days, after that suffering, 
     the sun will be darkened, 
          and the moon will not give its light, 
25  and the stars will be falling from heaven, 
          and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 
26Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. 27Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.

28“From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near. 29So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates. 30Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place. 31Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.

32“But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 33Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. 34It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch. 35Therefore, keep awake — for you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn, 36or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. 37And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.”

I grew up in one of those neighborhoods where there were lots of kids and the whole lot of us would get together on summer nights to play night games.  It was all the games children played.  My favorite was hide and seek.  I liked it because being one of the smallest and youngest kids mostly put me at a disadvantage.    It made me susceptible to being picked on and teased especially by Dicky Garwwood and Dicky Allen.  Also I was always picked last in any sports games that were going on.  Yes, I would be picked even after the girls if I was picked at all.  And there was the occasional fight that I always lost because I was the littlest and youngest.   But hide and seek was where I could shine.  I could squeeze into little hiding places that were very hard to find.  So I usually did pretty well.
What I didn’t realize for a long time was that the game was often used by the older kids to just get rid of the younger ones.  The little kids would go hide and the older kids would just leave them hid and do something else.  Hide and seek is no fun if no one is seeking but it took me a long time to figure that out so for some time I was very excited about hide and seek.
I thought of hide and seek when I read these readings.  The first reading from Isaiah is all about a God that is hidden.  So hidden is God that the people don’t even follow God because God can’t be found.  “...because you hid yourself we transgressed.”   It is a problem with God not just in the time of Isaiah but in all times.  God is too well hidden and it leads to all kinds of wrong conclusions about God.

All through the Old Testament there runs this theme and question.  One answer that seems to have been satisfying to the ancients for why God was hidden was the belief that if you saw God you would die.  That is a belief that was held all through the time of ancient Israel.  Moses was special because he had seen God and yet had been preserved.  In Exodus 33:11 it says that the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face.  Moses saw God and that made him very special.  So special that just a few verses later in the same chapter it is claimed that Moses did not see God face to face.  Making this issue even more unclear is the claim in the Gospel of John that “no one has ever seen God.”  So what is clear is that seeing God is a big deal and the truth is that most of us do not and even the ones who do may not have.
I think this holds up in experience.  None of us have seen God and if we have it is very special.  Everyone knows that and feels it. So much is it so that we take great interest when someone claims to have seen God. There was that series of books written by Neale Donald Walsch called a Conversations with God.  It spent 137 weeks on the best seller list.  I think much of the popularity of the book comes from the claim that these were direct communications from God.  That is special so many wanted to read what God had to say because most of the time we do not get direct communication from God and there is a great hunger for it.
Heaven is for Real is another book that reveals our God who is so hidden.  It is about a little boy from Nebraska who became ill and evidently visited heaven and met Jesus and his little sister who had died.  It is a story told in a very matter of fact way by his father who happens to be a pastor.  It would not be of much interest except for the subject and the subject is wonderfully fascinating because we don’t know much about it.  God remains hidden in many ways.  So we want to know and when something like this comes along it is gobbled up.
The question of course is why? It is something worth pondering. Why would God remain so hidden?

I believe that things are the way they are not by accident but for a good reason.  I believe that the existential parameters of our lives were put in place by God because God wanted them this way.  So if God is hard to find then God must want to be hard to find.
It seems cruel.  And that is exactly what the writer of Isaiah is saying.  “Oh God if you would have simply been more obvious, more out in the open maybe your people would not have transgressed the way they have.”  However, God does not play hide and seek with us to be cruel,  not at all.  God remains hidden because God wants us to see in a whole new way.

We think that seeing is a passive act.  There is a light stimulus out there and it comes into the eye and we perceive whatever is there.  Jesus however does not think that seeing is a passive activity at all.  Between seeing and perceiving there is a critical process that depends on much more than being passive.

In the reading from Matthew, Jesus speaks of the “lesson of the fig tree.”  The lesson of the fig tree is clear.  In the ordinary course of life there are ways of seeing God.  Jesus tells us that experience tells us that when the fig tree sprouts leaves we know that summer is near.  We have seen it time and again.  In the same way there events, experiences, occurrences that show how very near God is even now.  And these events, experiences, and occurrences are all around us all the time if we have eyes to see.
Jesus instruction to us is to be awake and alert to such things.  If you are awake in this way you will see the very presence of God and if you are not you will miss God completely.

This is not just theology.  This is not just some religious understanding. It is rather a scientific fact.  Those who study perception have done tests on people to find out what they could see.  They found exactly what you might think.  The eye sees light when it is at a certain strength.  One difference between people was that some could see better than others.  That does not seem surprising because we know that everyone has different eye sight.  Some see better than others.  The intriguing part of the study was that people saw differently when they believed differently.  It is a scientific fact.
This is how the experiment went.  First people were told that they had to be absolutely sure that they saw light.  If they gave a false positive the experiment would be ruined.  Amazingly, with that information people did not perceive nearly as well as they did without being told anything.  When they had to be absolutely sure they would wait for the light to be much more than at a usual level where an eye registers that light is present.  The same subject was then told that they mustn’t miss any such light if it were present.  If they missed the faintest light the experiment would be ruined.  With this understanding people perceived light at a much lower threshold than with the other.
Same person different instructions.  Same person different beliefs.

In the same way Jesus is giving us different instructions.

Jesus makes an audacious claim.  Jesus tells us that if we look for God then God is with us.  If you don’t look for God then will be hard to find.

It is the exact lesson of Advent.  It is time to prepare to receive our God again because nothing could be more important than seeing God.  And seeing God depends on looking for God.  It is called faith and it is abundant for those who have the courage to open their eyes.  In Christ Jesus.  Amen
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