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“Hopeful waiting”

Today, we begin a new church calendar year with the season of  Advent. The season

of  Advent is short, only four weeks, before Christmas. Advent is the Latin word

meaning “coming.” In Advent, we celebrate the three different comings of  Jesus.

We celebrate his coming into this world in the past as a human being over two

thousand years ago. We celebrate his coming into our lives in the present through

worship, the word and sacraments, prayer, and in the presence of  one another as the

community of  faith. We also look forward to his coming again in the future, which

is known only by God the Father. Advent is a time of  preparation and waiting for

the coming of  Jesus. Each of  the four Sundays in Advent has a theme. On this first

Sunday, the theme is hope, as we prepare and wait for Jesus to come, we are hopeful

in our waiting. 

   As we begin this new church calendar year, I am going to attempt, by God’s grace,

to base my sermons on the Book of  Psalms. Most preachers—myself  included—do

not preach on the Psalms very often. Therefore, this church year, I am going to try

and focus on the Psalms. Some Psalms my not be very “preachable,” hence I will

likely relate the Psalm to one or more of  the other passages. 

   So let me begin today with a brief  introduction to the Book of  Psalms. The Book

of  Psalms, also known as the Psalter, is Israel’s hymnbook and prayerbook. The

Hebrew name for the Psalms is Tehillim, meaning “praises.”  The psalms deal with

pretty much every human situation in life, both individually and as a community.

That is why biblical scholars have identified, according to my NRSV Lutheran Study

Bible (pp. 849-850), ten different types of  Psalms, and under some of  these types
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there are also sub-types. King David did write a number of  the Psalms—however,

there were also other writers. 

   Psalm 80 is regarded by biblical scholars as a prayer for help. This prayer for help

is  a  community  lament.  The  writer  of  this  psalm is  Asaph.  Twelve  psalms  are

attributed  to  Asaph,  Pss  50,  and  73-83.  Asaph,  according  to  the  Book  of  1

Chronicles 6:39 and 25:1-2, 6-7; identifies Asaph as a Levite musician, who seems

to  have  been  appointed  by  King  David.  He seems  to  have  served  as  a  leading

musician over others, and may have played different instruments, including the lyre,

harp and cymbals. Asaph was also “trained in singing to the LORD,” so he probably

sang in a Levitical choir.

   Verse 1 of  the psalm appeals to God to listen. God is viewed here as the Shepherd

of  Israel, leading Joseph like a flock! Joseph, of  course, was blessed by God and

became Egypt’s Prime Minister under Pharaoh. Joseph here in the psalm though

most likely refers to the Israelites, in particular, members of  the Northern Kingdom

tribes of  Ephraim, Benjamin and Manasseh. So, God as Shepherd was viewed by

Israel as the One whom they could trust to lead them, care for them, and look after

their needs—just like a reliable shepherd would lead and look after their flock. 

   Then, the appeal to God continues in verses 2 and 3. God is called on to “Stir up

your might and come to save us!” And, in verse 3 to: “Restore us, O God; let your

face  shine,  that  we  may  be  saved.”  In  short,  the  Israelites  are  in  trouble  and

somehow they feel that God is absent—hence they plea for God to “come and save

us.” We too, at times I think feel that God might be absent from us. Maybe it is

those times when we are in trouble of  some kind too. Maybe we feel threatened by

some danger, like the Israelites, and so we too pray that God would “come and save

us!” Such may very well be the prayer of  those who think that they or their loved

ones are dying because of  the coronavirus. 
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   Continuing their prayer for help, the Israelites pray a refrain in verse 3 that God

would restore them, by letting his face shine on them to save them. These same

words become a refrain in the psalm—they are repeated in verses 7 and 19. Each

time this refrain is repeated, the volume becomes louder and the intensity of  the

appeal grows. This is the case because of  how the Israelites call on God. In the first

refrain,  they  say:  “Restore  us,  O  God.”  In  verse  7  they  pray  louder  and  more

intensely: “Restore us, O God of  hosts.” Then, in verse 19, at their loudest now, and

most intense, they make their plea: “Restore us, O LORD God of  hosts.” By naming

God in this way, the Israelites are attempting to focus on the utter importance of  their

relationship with God. 

   In this refrain, God’s shining face is an important image. When God’s face is

hidden there  is  darkness,  despair  and trouble  and a sense  of  God’s  absence.  In

contrast,  God’s  shining  face  brings  light,  hope,  restoration  and  God’s  blessing.

Speaking of  the light from God’s shining face, that reminds me of  my recent phone-

call that I had with my oldest cousin, Joanne. She suffered from a stroke and was

almost blind for several months. However, she visited a doctor who was able to help

her. He prescribed a special medication for her, and with time, she eventually was

able to see again. Now Joanne can read and write and go out for walks by herself

again. She sees this healing of  her eyes as a miracle that God gave her. So too, the

ancient Israelites’ image of  God’s shining face on them was believed to be a blessing

on  them.  God’s  shining  face  was  a  symbol  of  God’s  love,  God’s  grace,  God’s

presence, God’s restoration and saving work. It is also reminiscent of  the Aaronic

benediction in Numbers 6:24-26, that often concludes our worship services: “The

LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be

gracious to you; the LORD look upon you with favour and give you peace.”

   Continuing with verses 4-6 now, these verses form the lament portion of  this

prayer for help. In these verses,  the Israelites “let it  all  hang out” so-to-speak by
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complaining to God and yes, even blaming God for their suffering and troubles.

They ask God: “How long will you be angry with your people’s prayers?” I wouldn’t

be surprised if, in your life, you’ve prayed to God and asked, “How long...?” I know

there have been times in my life that I’ve prayed “How long?” prayers. Our prayers

of  lament, like ancient Israel’s often ask God how long before God helps us out of

the  messes,  the  challenges,  conflicts,  sufferings  and  troubles  that  we  may  find

ourselves in. In our prayer of  lament right now we may be asking God: How long

before this COVID-19 pandemic is over?  

   The Israelites continue with their lament by telling God that he has given them

tears as food to eat and drink. In other words, their troubled circumstances have

caused them way too much sorrow and far too many tears. In tragic losses and life-

threatening circumstances,  it  is  common for some people to have lengthy crying

periods. In such times of  weeping, some do blame God, like the Israelites in this

psalm. 

   The final part of  the lament in verse 6 blames God for making the Israelites the

scorn  of  their  neighbours;  and  the  laughing-stock  of  their  enemies.  They  feel

humbled and shamed by God in public;  blaming God for  their  humiliation and

shame. Their neighbours disregard and do not respect them. Their enemies mock

them as the subject of  their jokes. We too, like the Israelites, know that it is no fun to

be scorned by our neighbours and become the laughing-stock of  our enemies. 

   Thank the LORD that the prayer doesn’t end there! Verses 17-19 end the prayer

with  the  Israelites  hopefully  waiting  for  a  better  future.  In  verse  17,  I  like  the

translation of  the old RSV, which renders it like this: “But let thy hand be upon the

man of  thy right hand, the son of  man whom thou hast made strong for thyself.” In

both the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds, we confess that Jesus “is seated at the right

hand of  the Father.” In the gospels, one of  the titles of  Jesus is “the Son of  Man.”

So, for us Christians, this verse of  Psalm 80 becomes a reference to Jesus as the
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coming Messiah.  He is  the One whom we are hopefully waiting for during this

season of  Advent and beyond. 

   The refrain repeated for the third time, ends Psalm 80 with the hope that, for us

Christians, Jesus is the One who can and does restore us; whose face shines on us

with blessing upon blessing; who, in the end saves us. For that, thanks be to God!   
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