Isaiah 63:16-19   
16 For you are our father, though Abraham does not know us and Israel does not acknowledge us; you, O LORD, are our father; our Redeemer from of old is your name.  17 Why, O LORD, do you make us stray from your ways and harden our heart, so that we do not fear you? Turn back for the sake of your servants, for the sake of the tribes that are your heritage.  18 Your holy people took possession for a little while; but now our adversaries have trampled down your sanctuary.  19 We have long been like those whom you do not rule, like those not called by your name.

Psalm 80:1-19  
Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock! You who are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine forth  2 before Ephraim and Benjamin and Manasseh. Stir up your might, and come to save us!  3 Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved.  4 O LORD God of hosts, how long will you be angry with your people's prayers?  5 You have fed them with the bread of tears, and given them tears to drink in full measure.  6 You make us the scorn of our neighbors; our enemies laugh among themselves.  7 Restore us, O God of hosts; let your face shine, that we may be saved.  8 You brought a vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and planted it.  9 You cleared the ground for it; it took deep root and filled the land.  10 The mountains were covered with its shade, the mighty cedars with its branches;  11 it sent out its branches to the sea, and its shoots to the River.  12 Why then have you broken down its walls, so that all who pass along the way pluck its fruit?  13 The boar from the forest ravages it, and all that move in the field feed on it.  14 Turn again, O God of hosts; look down from heaven, and see; have regard for this vine,  15 the stock that your right hand planted.  16 They have burned it with fire, they have cut it down; may they perish at the rebuke of your countenance.  17 But let your hand be upon the one at your right hand, the one whom you made strong for yourself.  18 Then we will never turn back from you; give us life, and we will call on your name.  19 Restore us, O LORD God of hosts; let your face shine, that we may be saved.

Restoring The Vine
	I have told most of you many times that when I was young, we were very poor. While this was true, there were also happy times with a little prosperity. When I was about 8, my parents were able to get a special loan from the government that allowed them to buy a small house at a low rate of interest. Again, it was small, it was not fancy, but it was a home.
	Of course, there were problems. The back yard was literally a swamp. There were big snakes and other animals that lived in it. Next to the house and in front of it, the ground was the opposite of a swamp. Instead of lots of water, the ground there was hard, packed clay. It was so hard to get things to grow in that ground because if it rained, the water would not sink into the soil, and would run off into the back yard swamp. 
	And so, when I was 8 I was outside playing next to our small house. While I was playing, I came upon a little branch sticking out of the ground. There were a few pieces of wood standing near this little root, and you could tell that this had once been a grape vine. Once upon a time, this little root had been a wonderful grapevine that grew up and tangled all around these pieces of wood next to it. 
	Now, that great grapevine was just a stump of a root living in hard, packed clay. Who knew how long it had been there? When we bought the house, no one had lived there for a number of years. Things decayed around it. Chaos ruled and reigned in that property before we bought it. The hard clay, the swamp in the back yard, these things were the result of neglect.
	I tell you this story this morning because I think that this is a perfect description of our lives sometimes. Maybe like the swamp in my backyard, our lives can become drowned and soggy, full of dangers and hardships. Maybe like the hard, packed, dry clay of the front yard, our lives can become hard, lacking nourishment and life. The water just doesn't seem to go down where it is needed. Maybe we feel all used up. Maybe we feel that life, real life, a life worth living is no longer possible. Maybe there was once something there, like that chopped down grapevine, but now there is only that stump, that root sticking out of the ground.
	If this is not true for you, at some point, it will be. As I stay in contact with friends back in the United States, many of them are experiencing this. I have many friends that cannot find employment. I have a few friends that are going to lose their homes. I have other friends, like the two that I put on the prayer list, that are really sick, and might die very soon. One of those people, George Winston, has been a wonderful man of God for many, many years. He was never wealthy, but he shared all that he had. He worked for most of his life to serve the children in our area through a day camp, and now, as he lays dying with congestive heart failure, not only is he losing his life, the camp is being taken away too. 
	Of course, let's bring this phenomenon a little closer to home for us. The orphanage that we have been working with, the Samheung school, hangs on to its existence with its fingers. Raising and caring for 51 North Korean refugee children and orphans takes a lot of money. To be honest, there is never enough to meet all the needs. And of course, there is the staff. They, like the children, are refugees themselves, clinging to the possibility of life. They are almost married to the school. The principal, a lovely woman, has almost no life of "her own," and is consumed with the problems of the school and trying to solve them. I know that sometimes she has been reduced to tears. Such a good work, and there is not a month that goes by where its existence is not challenged.
	Like that packed, hard clay; like that muddy, stinking swamp, our lives and all the things in them can sometimes threaten to destroy us. We try to cling to hope, but even that can disappear sometimes. Sometimes, we feel that just the little root of our vine sticks up out of the ground.
	What is our response to this as Christians? How do we act when life becomes this way? Like Israel in the reading from Isaiah and Psalm 80, we look at the ashes of our lives and we ask God to be the faithful gardener that replants and restores the vine of his faithful people. Like that grapevine from my youth, Israel imagines itself as a grape vine that has been trampled down and assaulted by wild animals and violence. In such a moment, our only plea is, "God, fix it!" "Turn again, O God of hosts; look down from heaven, and see; have regard for this vine,"
	But then what? Sometimes, life doesn't get fixed. Sometimes, we lose those we love. In fact, I will guarantee this for all of us. People suffer, even as we pray and cry aloud in pain. Sometimes, God seems to be silent to our pleas, and life falls further and further into despair. This is life. This is human life. This is reality. Contrary to the happy ending to the stories of our fairy tales, at least Scripture is honest. Sometimes, life doesn't give us the happy conclusion we seek after. 
	But we are not left without something. On this point, I want to introduce us all to what Advent means. Literally, Advent means "coming." We celebrate Advent in anticipation of the coming of Christ as we celebrate it at Christmas. Advent isn't an empty ritual of just saying a few words and lighting some stupid candles.
	No, Advent, which means coming, is a time of waiting. Advent, at its very core, demands that all of us wait for the coming of our deliverance, that we wait for the restoration of the vine. There is no quick consumerism in Advent. Against our tendency to just want to jump into Christmas and say, "Yay! Jesus is here," Advent demands that we confess that Christ comes to seek and save the lost.
	Advent demands that we wait because what Christ comes to save us from, no human power can deliver. Advent demands that we wait patiently and bear our suffering only in the hope that the Christ child, the Messiah will come to restore our vine. Advent is a time to tell the story again that even the baby Jesus in the manger comes into a broken and desperate world, a world in which even kings like Herod wants to kill him, and so terrorize the world around them.
	In the midst of brokeness and hopelessness, Advent bids us to wait in hope. Advent is not a time of cheap grace, quick answers, easy solutions. Advent doesn't work like a credit card where we can have what we want now without waiting a little while for our deliverance. Accordingly, I'm not going to give you cheap, easy answers this afternoon. Where there is brokenness in your life, I don't have an immediate answer for you. Where you are in despair, I can't tell you just to lift your chin and have a positive attitude.
	In fact, I'm going to challenge all of us, even myself, by saying that sometimes this waiting, even this suffering, serves a purpose. It may well be that God is judging us. Now, God is not judging us in a nasty, vengeful way. Instead, it may well be that those broken places in our lives are places that we have helped to break. Maybe our time of waiting is also a time for us to realize that Christ comes to heal even our deepest wounds, the wounds that we deny exist. 
	No, I can't give easy answers this afternoon. All I can do is wait with you. All I can do is light a little candle with you. All I can do is take a cheap little candle from Lotte Mart, and stand with you and light it and look on as this little light pushes back the darkness just a little bit. All I can do is hope with you, for you see, I need saving too. Just like you, I need that grapevine of my spirit renewed and restored after all that life throws at it.
	So, for all of us who suffer this afternoon, I can only close with the words of our reading: "We have long been like those whom you do not rule, like those not called by your name." "Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved."
