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 Do you find reading the paper or watching the news mildly, or maybe even deeply, 

depressing? I do. When I read about the continuing war in Ukraine that seems to have no end in 

sight, or the increase in this country of hate speech and anti-Semitic attacks, or the expanding 

gap between rich and poor and the increased need for food pantries and poverty relief, I just want 

to shut it all out and hide from it. It is depressing and disheartening and frightening. I find it hard 

to look at those circumstances and imagine how any of it can be solved or repaired. Sometimes it 

feels like the only answer is to burn it all down and start over. 

 

 Recently I’ve been looking at the famous poem by W. B. Yeats titled “Second Coming.” 

Written in 1919, just after the First World War and in the midst of the influenza pandemic that 

infected his own wife while she was pregnant and put her and their unborn child at terrible risk, 

although they survived, and also just as his home country of Ireland was launching its bid for 

independence from Britain, the poem expresses a deep sense of anxiety and fear as all the old 

systems and institutions that held society together seemed to be breaking apart. As he writes, 

“Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;/Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,/The blood-

dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere/The ceremony of innocence is drowned;/The best lack all 

conviction, while the worst/Are full of passionate intensity.” Yeats could see nothing good 

coming of all the turmoil in his world. And in many ways what he thought was bad, he died in 

1939, was going to get much, much worse. 

 

 But that feeling he asserts in his poem gives voice, I think, to the anxiety of our own 

time. Or maybe it’s true of every era. Last week we heard about the ministry of John the Baptist 

and his message calling folks to repent because God’s kingdom was coming near. For him that 

kingdom was coming to replace the reality in which they were living, a reality filled with 

hardship and misery and injustice. And the one coming would bring the fire of the Holy Spirit to 

burn it all away.  

 

 So we can imagine his confusion when he received reports while languishing in prison 

that none of that was actually happening. His messengers ask Jesus, “Are you the one who is to 

come, or are we to wait for another?” How could what he’s hearing possibly lead to the change 

John thought was coming? How, when we’re faced with instability and disappointment, can 

there be any alternative but tearing everything down?  John represents the limits of our 

imagination when we experience anxiety and fear. All we can come up with is destruction. But 

what he learns from Jesus, what we are challenged to learn, is the possibility of joyful 

restoration. 

 

 In our reading from Isaiah we hear what reparation can look like: “The eyes of the blind 

shall be opened, the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the 

tongue of the speechless sing for joy.” Everything that stands as an obstacle to celebration and 

joy will be removed; it will all be made right. It’s a hope the prophet offers people who are living 

in the shadow of destruction. Even though they may want what John seems to want, they may 



want to see their enemies vanquished and their losses avenged, what they’re offered instead is 

the possibility of repair, a return to wholeness. In Jewish thought the term for what Isaiah 

describes is tikkun olam, the repair of the world. 

 

 For some reason this doesn’t seem to be the hope that John is counting on. Is he too 

entrenched in his definition of justice? He’s expecting that someone will pay a price for the 

world’s condition, but Jesus never seems interested in retribution. He’s not out to punish; only to 

restore. That raises the question for us: how do we move toward the joyful restoration Jesus 

brings? How do we participate in his work, bringing sight to the blind and unstopping the ears of 

the deaf? 

 

 There are different ways to see and hear beyond physical. Have you ever met someone 

who seems incapable of understanding the power of their influence on another? Or have you ever 

met people who refuse to accept the reality of the hardships others endure thinking they are 

unaffected? Seeing the misery of others, hearing the cries of pain around us is the beginning of 

movement toward restoration. When Jesus talks about the blind seeing again and the dead being 

raised he may be speaking about those in the world who are brought to new awareness of how 

God can be present in the world, how God can affect healing through our efforts on behalf of 

others.  

 

 For instance, when we dedicated the church manse to the Family Justice Center so they 

can help women and children escape abusive situations, we had to have our eyes opened to the 

reality of abuse and our ears unstopped to the cries of women and children living in fear. We 

may not be able to eliminate domestic violence, but we can acknowledge its presence and do 

something to restore safety. Or, as we’ll hear in a little while, when refugees come to our country 

seeking a new life, organizations like the Westminster Economic Development Initiative can 

provide a means for them to start businesses and begin restoring their lives. Our support comes 

from our awareness of the needs of refugees and immigrants living among us. If we can’t open 

our eyes and ears to them, we can’t participate in the joy of restoration. So long as we walk 

around blind and deaf to the needs of sisters and brothers around us we remain stuck in a cycle of 

anxiety and fear.  

 

 While Isaiah opens his people to the possibility of hope in their circumstances through 

the promise of joyful restoration, Jesus opens John and his followers to that hope through his 

ministry of healing. The kingdom of heaven John is longing for doesn’t arrive through the 

destruction of what’s here; it becomes present through restoration, by repairing what’s been 

damaged through the efforts of those who follow Jesus. As I keep harping on through Advent, 

we are not passive observers of God’s arrival; we are active participants. Christ is born in the 

world through us. 

 

 So, we are the blind given sight and the deaf whose ears are unstopped, we are the dead 

brought back to life when we respond to Jesus’ call and walk the path of joyful restoration. I 

haven’t mentioned Mary yet, but her song, as the choir presented it, is another example of God’s 

call to become participants in tikkun olam, in repairing the world. She lifts a joyful shout to be 

used by God to reveal the turning of the world, the reversal of fortune that will bring the proud 



from their heights and elevate the lowly. She sees, she hears, she’s given new life and the world 

is made new through her.  

 

 Every one of us is called to become like Mary, to carry God into the world and give birth 

to new hope. You see, without our participation nothing will change. Unless we open our eyes 

and ears, unless we are brought back from the dead, God’s kingdom won’t stand a chance. But if 

we say, “Yes!” to God’s call, if we take up the prophet’s mantle, our hands strengthened and our 

weak knees made firm, then there’s nothing damaged beyond repair. Our world can flourish if 

we’re willing to let God in and to be healed of our despair. A joyful restoration is within our 

grasp if we only have eyes to see it and hearts willing to claim it for the life of the world. 

 

Amen 


