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Isaiah 64:1-9 

I Corinthians 1:3-9 

Mark 13:24-37 

 

 O come, O come, Emmanuel. What a beautiful hymn…….a chant, really, dating back to 

the dark ages and sung only this time of year: Advent. It is haunting both in its music – set in a 

minor key – and its poetry. Both of which – music and verse – melt into each other as a singular 

plaintive cry of the human heart. 

 

 “O come, O come.” This is longing and desire. This is longing expressed as an ache in 

the heart. The human heart longs for union with God; for completeness; for something more than 

the mundane world can offer. The Psalmist puts it this way: “O God, you are my God, I seek 

you, my soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for you, as in a dry and weary land where there is no 

water.” [Psalm 63:1] 

 

 I once knew a woman who suddenly lost her oldest son. He was a healthy young adult out 

on his own, making his way in the world, with all kinds of prospects before him. At work one 

week, he complained of a headache to co-workers for a few days. He cut short a visit with his 

parents that weekend telling his dad that he had never had such a severe headache. Worried 

about him the next morning, his father called his apartment but there was no answer. He drove 

there to find his son unconscious on the floor. The young man died in the hospital soon afterward 

from a massive cerebral aneurism: a brain bleed. 

 

 It was such a shock. It came out of nowhere. Years later his mother told me that she never 

really believed he was dead…….in spite of the obvious evidence: his body at the hospital; his 

funeral. She said that whenever she was in a crowd, she looked for him: tall; thin; blond hair; 

smiling. She and her husband went to Australia a few years after the death, and she looked for 

her son there. She even thought that she caught sight of him once or twice but always she was 

mistaken. 

 

 The human heart knows longing and ache and desire. Is it possible that however much a 

mother longs for her departed son that in our basic human condition we long even more for God? 

It seems scandalous to suggest such a thing, out of respect for the woman’s grief and loss. 

 

 “O come, O come.” There is longing here, yes; but there is also expectation. If you say to 

someone, “Come, come along,” you rather expect that he or she will do so. 

 

 I once participated in an office Christmas charity. Someone suggested that we “adopt” a 

needy family for Christmas. So we picked one with several children – they had at least three little 

kids, maybe four – and everyone in the office brought in food and gifts. I volunteered to be one 

of Santa’s delivery “elves” along with two others. We each drove to the housing project in 

separate cars at a time when the children were not home. It was just mom and dad. They were 

expecting us – it had all been pre-arranged. 
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We arrived with armloads of food and gifts and the parents were so thrilled. They were a 

young couple – early 30’s. They were so touched. Politely they thanked us and thanked us and 

said goodbye but we said we weren’t done. They followed us out to the parking lot and each of 

us opened the trunks of our cars……which were filled with beautifully decorated gifts. When the 

young father – a large, Teddy-bear of a man – saw all those gifts, he was overcome with 

emotion. Embarrassed, he turned away from us, to his wife’s shoulder, and wept. 

 

The human heart knows how to expect good things and even how to be overwhelmed 

when good things go beyond the expected. The book of Ephesians says that God “is able to 

accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine” (3:20). Could it be that we just 

don’t imagine enough? Enough love…….enough forgiveness…….enough goodness? 

      

 “O come, O come.” Longing…….expectation. Yet there is more. There is welcome in 

this phrase. You don’t say, “Come on over” if you’re not prepared to be welcoming. 

 

 An American journalist some years back was doing a story in Africa where, like the 

Middle East, hospitality is one of the most important social practices. He had made contact with 

a local man who served as his guide and interpreter as he went about the area researching his 

story. As his time in Africa was coming to an end, his host invited him home for dinner. There 

the American enjoyed a modest meal with his new friend and that man’s whole family: his wife 

and several children. 

 

 There was considerable excitement around the table. The American assumed that, of 

course, the family didn’t have many foreign dinner guests very often. But as dinner was ending 

the excitement began to increase. Finally the host explained that the family had a very special 

beverage they had stored for a long time just waiting for the right occasion and the right guest. It 

was a rarity in their land; his family was eager to open it. With that explanation he produced a 

single bottle of Coke to happy applause of his family. Reverently the man opened the now-dusty 

bottle of soda pop. He poured the American the first drink – just a bit – it needed to be shared by 

them all. It was warm. It was flat………..and stale. But the African family was blissful at the 

chance to drink – and proudly share – their long-held treasure. 

 

 True welcome has an authenticity about it; a spontaneous joy that somehow transforms 

both the host and the guest. Indeed, the book of Hebrews says, “Do not neglect to show 

hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it” 

(13:2). Could I possibly believe that? Could we? How large must the human heart be to 

authentically welcome the stranger? 

 

 “O come, O come.” Longing words; words of expectation; words of welcome. There is 

also hope in those words. When you issue an invitation, you hope that it will be accepted. 

 

 Hope. Possibly one of the most fragile, delicate of all human emotions. Hope is so easily 

crushed in a world of violence and injustice. But I heard something on the CBS Morning News 

this week that gives me hope. 
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 It’s the story of a rehabilitation center in Saudi Arabia. It houses men who have been 

convicted of – and jailed for – terrorism. They are jihadis: men who believe that killing 

“infidels” gains them entrance into heaven. They live in comfortable, though not lavish, quarters 

at this center as part of their prison sentence. But they are treated humanely. They are given 

psychological counseling, art therapy, sports. They are given free health care and lessons in 

Islam. The goal is to turn them away from Osama Bin Laden's radical version of their faith. 

 

 Detainees learn orthodox Islam. They are taught the Koran. They are coached in how to 

create healthy relationships. If they successfully finish the program they are given government 

assistance for higher education and a monthly stipend. They are encouraged to start families of 

their own with – again – the government picking up the tab for wedding costs. It is hoped that 

family life will keep them from returning to terrorism. 

 

This program has been in effect for at least five years. The Saudi government claims an 

80% success rate in keeping these men from going back to war. Similar programs are available 

in Germany where there is a sizeable Muslim population and there the emphasis is on preventing 

youth from joining terror cells. 

 

 I would rather hope in the power of truth, kindness and human caring to change our 

enemies than hope in armaments and troops to kill them. Exactly this hope is voiced by God 

through the prophet Isaiah (quoted in Matthew 12:18-21):  

 

Here is my servant, whom I have chosen, my beloved, with whom my soul 

is well pleased. I will put my Spirit upon him, and he will proclaim justice 

to the Gentiles. He will not wrangle or cry aloud, nor will anyone hear his 

voice in the streets. He will not break a bruised reed or quench a 

smoldering wick until he brings justice to victory. And in his name the 

Gentiles will hope.  
 

 “Come, O come, Emmanuel.” We long for you; expect you; welcome you; and hope for 

the better world that you and we – together – can make.  

 

Amen. 


