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Desperate Times: Where is God? 
Your People Need You 

 

This Quintessential service for the first Sunday of Advent has been put together by the St Mark’s EfM 

group. We wanted to share something of our experience in our first year of study. 

So what is EfM? It stands for Education for Ministry. It is a course of study based on the premise that 

all baptized Christians engage in ministry daily. It is designed to help form us for that task.  

St Mark’s currently has the only EfM group in Sydney, but we are one of many groups in other diocese 

around Australia and around the world. EfM groups can be found in New Zealand, USA, Canada, UK 

and Western Europe, Bahamas, Hong Kong and now China.  

On All Saints Day a month ago, the Primate of Australia, Archbishop Philip Aspinall, joined in a 

celebration of 30 year of EfM in Brisbane Diocese. In his address, he explained how EfM helps people 

learn to handle the Bible maturely.  

One key activity is bible study – this year has been the whole Old Testament. We study large slabs of 

text so that we get a handle on their historical and cultural context, and the purpose for which they were 

written. We spend a lot of time on background and history. But, as Philip Aspinall said in his address, 

and I quote: 

“…information is not the main game. 

Sacred scripture does not just teach us ancient history. It transforms our lives here and now. Scripture 

illuminates the human condition. It unveils the dynamics of relationships between human beings and 

God. It opens up the possibilities of healing and renewal, of discovering purpose and meaning and 

identity, it engenders the hope of reconciliation and redemption. 

There is a bridge between the world of historical and cultural information and our own world in which 

people strive for meaning and purpose and value. That bridge is, in a word that has struck terror into 

the hearts of generations of EfMers, metaphor.” 

And so to our first reading from Isaiah 64, which we studied in our EfM way several weeks ago, in 

preparation for today. 

The passage that Lorraine read to us is part of a communal lamentation by the people of Israel 

reflecting the religious disorientation that occurred after the Babylonian conquest. Sure, they returned 

from exile, but it was far from the triumphal return prophesied earlier in Isaiah. Immediately following 

verses 1 – 9 that we just heard, Isaiah explains the reason for their despair: 

Your holy cities have become a wilderness 

Zion has become a wilderness, 

Jerusalem a desolation. 
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Our holy and beautiful house 

where our ancestors praised you 

has been burned by fire 

and all our pleasant places have become ruins. 

In line with the world view of this 6
th
 century BCE, the people of Israel saw their history as the result 

of their interaction with Yahweh. In the exodus led by Moses, in the conquest of Canaan, in the reigns 

of David and Solomon, they saw God as firmly in their midst and on their side. And it made them 

invincible! They could confidently recall their glory days and proclaim, as Isaiah does in verse 4: 

“From ages past no one has heard 

no ear has perceived, 

no eye has seen any God beside you, 

who works for those who wait for him.” 

Their God was incomparable! 

But then came the conquest and exile. What had gone wrong?  

The only acceptable answer was that they had brought it on themselves. And this was the message of 

the earlier prophets. Amos, Hosea, Micah, Jeremiah, all told of worship of idols, greed and injustice, 

oppression and exploitation of the weak and marginalized. 

So the people of Israel, even after their return from Babylon, felt themselves abandoned by God, and 

justly so: 

“We have all become like one who is unclean, 

and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth.” 

And yet – something pulls them up short in this miserable lament. A sure knowledge offers hope and 

opportunity! They know that God is their father, and that they are the work of God’s hand. Their 

relationship is the intimate one of clay and its potter. The potter’s hands are constantly in contact with 

the clay – indeed, they are covered in it. 

What, then, must the people do to take advantage of this hope, to realise this opportunity? Why, 

remember Yahweh! Call upon God. Isaiah makes this point just a few verses later in God’s reply to the 

people’s lament. 

“I was ready to be sought out by those who did not ask 

to be found by those who did not seek me.  

I said: “Here I am, here I am,” 

to a nation that did not call on my name. 

I held out my hands all day long…” 

The answer is to turn again to God, participate in the restoration of the kingdom, rebuild the temple, 

and by such acts of repentance, relationship is restored, the new Jerusalem becomes the home of the 

people of God, a descendant is promised from Jacob – in fact, everything that we anticipate in this time 

of Advent. Hence this reading, at this time. 

We could stop right there, but in EfM, we’re not really allowed to. 

 

After we have studied a passage of scripture such as this, we try to find in it a metaphor that we can use 

as a lens, through which to look at our world today. In our theological reflection on this passage, we 

thought that a key message could be encapsulated in a news headline: 
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“Desperate times: where is God? Your people need you!” 

So we looked in our modern culture for a situation that might also fit this headline. And we did not 

have far to look. Each week, the global financial crisis intrudes further and further into our awareness. 

Indeed, it is now so thoroughly established as to have earned its own acronym of GFC. 

This could be worth a deeper look, we thought! But we need to go a bit beyond the headline to check 

the match.  

Back to Isaiah. The people of Israel saw their crisis as one of their own making, where greed and 

injustice had brought their downfall. Well, that seems to fit! As we all become more familiar than we 

ever wanted to be with the causes and consequences of our GFC, we hear of greed that prompted 

lending far beyond what was repayable, and of longing for a share of what others had, that led poor 

people to commit to a materialist fantasy with no grounding in reality.  

We hear of bloated salaries and bonuses that rewarded increasing risk in pursuit of higher short term 

profit. And I reckon pretty well everyone enjoyed those excellent investment returns in their 

superannuation reports. I certainly did. It seemed too good to be true.  

And when the whole house of cards began slowly but inexorably to collapse, people worldwide reacted 

by reining in their spending, heading for safety, grabbing their money, abandoning those same 

investments in ways that fed the collapse and accelerated the turmoil. 

Not so different from the people of Israel, really – idolatry, greed, injustice, exploitation, fear.  

So what has Isaiah to say to us and our GFC? 

If we are all the children of God, then we are all in the same boat. Indeed, there will be many who are 

worse off than we are. Ignoring fear for ourselves, focusing on our interdependence, seeking to help 

others – that would be the course of wisdom and courage; the course of the people that God wants us to 

be; the shape that our potter has in mind’s eye when moulding our clay. Why, if everyone followed this 

pattern, the whole global financial crisis might even turn around! 

Thinking in this way led our EfM group to some challenging insights: that living for ourselves alone 

shuts God out and such selfishness causes chaos; and much as we might like God to “tear open the 

heavens and come down” and sort out this sorry mess, the reality is that God is already here. In us, in 

our community and our world, in those in need. 

This has implications for our ministry, for which EfM is helping to shape us. We knew that even as we 

watched what was happening in our own financial situations, we had to stay sensitive to how others in 

our community and our world were faring. We decided that we should be engaged in conversation with 

people in the communities in which we live – here at St Mark’s, where we work, on the bus or train, at 

play and at the shops; and we should listen deeply during all these conversations to hear the needs of 

those who are our fellow clay. 

And we should try to help – as individuals, through this our church, through service clubs, through 

charities, through governments, wherever we can, with whatever we can.  

So at this time of Advent, it is fitting to reflect that we do indeed live in desperate times. However, we 

know where God is. God is Emmanuel, God with us, ever and always meeting us in Jesus who shows 

us God’s way. 

 

_______________________________ 

 


