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“Advent Empathy: Understanding the Longing” 
Text: Isaiah 64:1-9 

Let us begin with prayer: Gracious God, amid the shopping and baking and decorating, the 
greeting cards and list making---slow us down.  Center us that we might be prepared to 
welcome you in our midst.  Even now, come to us and give us a glimpse of what awaits.  
Amen. 

In the wonderful book, “As We Are Now” May Sarton tells the story of Caro Spencer who 
reluctantly enters a nursing home.  The transition is a difficult one.  Written like a diary, Caro 
describes what it is like to make this transition and her struggle to maintain her independence and 
mental sharpness.  She writes, “Time gets muddled up and what I lack, I fear, is the capacity to 
stick with a routine, to discipline myself---my mind goes wandering off.  I see this all around 
me---when the tv is on, the old men stare at it in a daze.  They do not pay attention for more than 
a few minutes, even to a ballgame.  I must try to pay attention to something for at least an hour 
every day.” 

Advent is a season that calls us to that level of attentiveness.  With so many things to do, so 
many tasks to complete, we begin to operate on autopilot---moving and acting without really 
thinking about what it is we are doing.  Then we arrive at Christmas with truly enjoying the 
journey.  Advent calls us to be attentive to this present moment, to prepare our hearts to receive 
God anew and to find God’s presence in surprising places. 

In the book, “Postcards from the Edge,” one of the characters sends a card home from vacation 
that reads, “Having a wonderful time.  Wish I were here.”  A slight variation of that is the Sunday 
School teacher who gave a class the assignment to write a letter to God when they got home.  
One child wrote, “Dear God, we had a great time at church today.  Wish you could have been 
there.” 

The mystery of Advent is that God is here.  And that God is coming to meet us.  And that God is 
ahead of us waiting for our arrival.  The only question is whether we will notice. 

I appreciate the sentiment from the prophet Isaiah in today’s reading.  It is appropriate for the 
beginning of Advent because it is a very dark reading.  It was written at an extremely difficult 
time for the Hebrew people.  They have been taken into captivity.  They are living far from 
home.  And time has passed.  So much time, that they are beginning to give up hope of ever 



returning home.  As you hear their lament, recall the times in your life when you were on the 
edge of hope, beginning to doubt that things would ever get better. 

The prophet laments that God is nowhere to be found.  “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 
from the hand of iniquity.”  God is so distant as to seem non-existent.  Yes, the writer explains 
that they have gone astray.  But now that they have come to their senses, God is not there.  They 
feel very alone. 

During Advent we come into contact with those dark places in life.  Whether literally or 
figuratively, we have all walked that road at some point.  These are the moments in life that often 
come unexpectedly and knock us off balance.  There comes the point at which the doctor looks 
you straight in the eye and says, “There is nothing more we can do.”  These are the moments 
when the phone rings in the middle of the night and the voice on the other end says, “I am sorry 
to have to tell you this, but….”  These are the moments in life when we have walked with 
someone struggling with addiction and when they walk out the door we wonder whether we will 
see them again. 

The dark places of life.  We have been there.  We know what they feel like.  They are lonely, 
desolate, disorienting places.  Despite this darkness, the prophet hasn’t given up hope.  He asks 
God to remember them once more.  “Now consider we are your people.”  Amid the darkness, he 
cries out for a glimmer of light, some morsel of hope that will see him through this dark night. 

Martin Marty, a prolific writer and theologian wrote a book about his wife Elsa’s struggle with 
cancer.  It was 1980.  The doctor said to Martin, “If you love this woman, cancel 1981.”  And so 
for the next year, Martin was right there by her side.  When she needed her chemo medicine in 
the middle of the night, Martin would rise with her and they would alternate reading psalms 
together.  She would read the odd numbers and he would read the even ones.  When it came his 
turn to read Psalm 88, he skipped it.  When she protested, he said, “I didn’t think you could take 
it.  It is a bleak psalm.”  With love she replied, “Who do you think you are to decide what I can 
take?  The light ones don’t mean anything if you haven’t walked through the dark ones.” 

We walk through this darkness together, searching, longing for the hope that awaits.  We walk in 
the darkness, trusting that the light is just around the corner.  Hope will dawn in those dark 
places. 

When I first met Joel, he was living in a tent city in downtown Indianapolis.  It would take a 
while before I learned his full story.  Joel had been caring for his dying father for several years.  
He was quit work and devoted all his time to his father’s care.  But, when his father died, Joel 
had nothing.  No job, no inheritance, nothing to fall back on.  He ended up on the streets. 

He was often at the church and we found a way to create a security position for him at our soup 
kitchen.  It didn’t pay much, but it helped a bit.  And Joel relished the job.  He started showing 



up early and serving at the unofficial greeter for all our morning services.  Joel’s smiling face 
was the first you encountered when you walked into the church.  And he was the last one to leave 
on Sunday afternoon. 

Thanks to the support and financial help, he was able to get into transitional housing and then 
into an apartment of his own.  Joel was grateful.  He used his resources to help others in similar 
circumstances find the help they needed to get off the streets. 

On Christmas Eve, I asked Joel if he would be the greeter and security person for the evening 
services.  He was delighted.  Much like here at First UMC, our first service began at 6 p.m. and 
the last service didn’t end until after midnight.  But Joel was there throughout the services. 

During one of the services, a homeless man entered the church.  It was a cold night and he may 
have come in because the lights were on and it was warm.  Joel welcomed him and got to know 
his story.  The man wanted to get off the streets, but the mission was closed for the night.  He had 
nowhere to go.  So, Joel got on the phone and began looking for options. 

At the end of the last service, I had agreed to drive Joel to his apartment.  It was after midnight 
and the buses wouldn’t be running.  So after I hung up my robe and came to the doors, Joel was 
standing there with this homeless man.  And he was smiling.  He was delighted that he had found 
a place for the man to sleep on Christmas Eve.  “It’s a Christmas miracle!” he said with his usual 
broad smile. 

He asked if I would mind driving the man to the shelter for the night.  How does one say no to a 
Christmas miracle?  You can’t.  So, Joel and this man and I walked into the cold Christmas night 
and got into my car.  All along the way, Joel talked to this man about continuing to seek help and 
how the church had helped him.   

When we got to the shelter, Joel asked if we could have a prayer together.  I thought this was a 
great idea, but for some reason that remains unclear to this day, Joel didn’t think one could pray 
in a car.  So, the three of us exited the warmth of the car and stood in the cold parking lot holding 
hands and praying together under the street lights.  After our cold prayer, Joel walked the man to 
the shelter doors before returning to the car.  It was late and I was tired, but Joel was full of 
energy and enthusiasm.  At least for a night, he had helped someone get off the streets and into 
safety.  What the church had done for him, he had done for someone else.  And he was delighted. 

I don’t know what happened to the man after that.  I never saw him again.  I know the statistics 
about the homeless and the likelihood that he may have returned to the streets.  But, I would like 
to believe that somewhere there is a man who tells about the desperate night when he walked 
into a well-lit church on Christmas Eve and how he was met by this very enthusiastic man who 
helped him find a place to stay.  Maybe that was the turning point.  Maybe that was the little 
sliver of light in the darkness he was facing.  Maybe it was the hope he needed. 



Hope is like that.  It meets us at our place of longing and overwhelms us with the light of a new 
beginning.  It sneaks up on us.  Advent is about waiting and watching and knowing that 
somewhere in our midst, we will meet Emmanuel, God-with-us.  In this season, let us not scorn 
the darkness, but dare to walk boldly amid the dark places, to journey into the desert places, 
knowing that God is near and hope is at hand.


