
 

 

 Sermon for Sunday, December 3, 2017  
 

Seeing By Faith 
 

 Today is new year's day, the first day of Advent, the beginning of another cycle of our annual 
journey of faith. The Christian calendar begins with Advent, because we don't kid ourselves about the 
time in which we live.  This is the in-between time, the time between when Christ came into the world 
in human flesh as God's saving act in history, and when Christ will return to complete his reign upon 
the earth, a reign of justice and peace, forgiveness and mercy, and life and hope.  This is a 
challenging time for us who believe, because on the one hand we know what God has promised us in 
Christ and we yearn for it.  Yet on the other hand, we know we don't have the fulfillment of those 
promises yet. 
 The Liturgical Year Book says this: "In Advent, we anticipate the promised justice of God's 
new world, yet we praise God who raised the "righteous branch" to rule with justice and 
righteousness.  We hope for the restoration of the afflicted, the tormented, and the grieving, yet we 
delight that healing has come in Christ.  We long for the beating of swords into plowshares, yet we 
rejoice that the Prince of peace has appeared.  We yearn for the barren deserts of our inner cities to 
flourish, yet we laud the desert Rose that has bloomed.  We dream of the land where lions and lambs 
live in harmony, yet we acclaim the child born to lead us into the promised land."  Advent admits that 
we are living between the first and the second coming of the Lord. 
 It may well be that the hardest part of our faith is believing in, and living in, the promise that 
Christ will return.  What’s he waiting for?  Why does God allow so much suffering and pain, violence 
and tragedy, and human cruelty beyond imagination to endure?  Why must our tears of grief continue 
to flow unabated?  Just look what we have endured this year with mass shootings, and the most 
recent in a church sanctuary during worship no less. 
 "O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake 
at your presence," pleads the prophet Isaiah.  "O that justice would roll down like waters and 
righteousness like an everflowing stream, cries the prophet Amos."  "O that the first things would pass 
away, and mourning and crying and pain would be no more," envisions the revelation of John. 
 The story of our faith begins in the cry of those who are in bondage, in the anguish of those 
who are oppressed, and in the sorrow of those who are suffering.  Much of the biblical tradition is 
lament, the cry of those who feel abandoned by God, or at least, forgotten.  "You promised to be here, 
with us, but where are you?  Come!  Show us your awesome deeds!" 
 Advent is the beginning of the Christian calendar because the story of our faith begins not with 
Christ's birth or with Christ's death and resurrection, but in the darkness, the despair, and in the 
longings of the people of God for abundant life.  Christ, we know, is the answer.  But the answer has 
no meaning without the questions that plague us, without the longing of our hearts for freedom, 
healing, and new life.  In Advent, we remember our hopes and dreams, and ask, “When Lord?  
When? 
 The problem, I think, is that so much of God's activity and presence is invisible.    We declare 
that God is present in the celebration of the Lord's Supper, in the breaking of the bread and in the 
pouring of the cup.  But you won’t see God.  God remains invisible.  Moses experienced the presence 
of God in the burning bush, and though it changed his life, God remained invisible to him.  Paul met 
the risen Lord in a bright light on the road to Damascus, and heard his voice, but God remained 
invisible to him.  The face of God remains hidden from us, and that is little comfort when we are 
waiting so desperately for God’s answer, which we know is Christ the Lord. 
 Yet, the testimony of Scripture and the witness of our faithful hearts is that God is present in 
the here and now, in strange and mighty ways, working his purpose out.  God is present when the 
community of faith gathers for worship and prays in his name.  God is present when people dream of 
peace and wholeness, when people suffer unselfishly for the sake of others, when we feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, house the homeless and visit the prisoners.  Believers have learned through 



 

 

experience to say, "We trusted and God was with us."  How God is with us at any given moment is 
grasped only by faith, not by sight, and by hindsight more than by foresight.  It’s only afterwards that it 
dawns on us—as it did on Jacob—that the Lord was in this place, and we did not know it. 
 Indeed, God is hidden from our eyes, but not from our hearts.  What our hearts yearn for, they 
seek.  What our hearts long to see, they watch for.  What our hearts know is to come, they wait for.  
Advent, is about seeking, and watching, and waiting; seeking, in the knowledge of having been found, 
watching, in the confidence of God's abiding presence, waiting, in the assurance that God's promises 
are true.  Advent acknowledges that we see by faith, not by sight. 
   I’m reminded of that story about the little farm boy who wanted a horse for Christmas.  He 
was so convinced that Santa would grant his wish that when he went outside on Christmas morning, 
only to see a large pile of manure, he was undaunted, and proclaimed as he clawed at the pile, “I 
know there’s a pony in here somewhere!”  Yes, we see by faith, not by sight. 
 Advent is also about anticipating that which is to come.  Most of you know by now that my 
eldest daughter, Jenny, is pregnant with her first child, and, God willing, come the end of February 
Holly and I will become grandparents.  And with joyful expectation we are anticipating that day.  But 
the clock is ticking.  Before our daughter got pregnant, we were waiting patiently for a day that we 
knew might never come.  But now, now we are waiting for a day that we know is coming, and that’s 
different.  A grandchild is on the way, in just a few months, and I have things to prepare, and things I 
want to get done.  The time is no longer indefinite, which is why we use the phrase, “We are 
“expecting.” 
 Advent says, "We are expecting!"  It's an annual wake-up call to the faithful, reminding us to 
anticipate and be ready for the glorious reign of God.  So in the midst of the darkness of our lives, and 
in the midst of the shadows within our hearts, we light a candle to split the gloom with a ray of hope, 
and then another until come Christmas, our lives are bathed in the light of Christ's coming, and we 
finally have enough light to see what the darkness has kept from our eyes of faith. 
 Today we celebrate the Lord's Supper.  It is the quintessential act of anticipation.  What we 
anticipate in communion is the community of heaven, not only that small part which we enjoy now, but 
also the complete fulfillment that is to come.  What we anticipate in communion is fellowship with 
Christ, not only the limited fellowship we enjoy now, but the complete fellowship that is to come.  What 
we anticipate in communion is the reign of God in which all things will become new, not only the 
newness of life we already enjoy, but the complete transformation and salvation of the earth which 
God has promised.  On that day, our eyes will be opened, and what we have seen only by faith, we 
will see face to face. 
 So as you enter into this first day of the new Christian year, and into the season of Advent, 
remember that you are not just waiting; you are expecting.  Though you know not the day or the hour 
of Christ’s return, the clock is ticking.  You have things to prepare—most especially your heart, and 
things you want to get done—like feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, housing the homeless, and 
visiting the prisoners.  And though you are surrounded by darkness, and mourn that, you also know 
where your despair, your hopelessness, and your tears end.  They end, in the incarnation of God in 
Jesus Christ, the light of the world, who is coming again. 
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