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A mine collapses in Chile in 2007 and 34 people are trapped, one of whom dies.  The other 33 miners remain buried for 69 days.  Conditions are deplorable, space is extremely limited, food is almost nonexistent, the air is foul, and drinkable water is minimal.  Adding to these conditions, the batteries that power the lights are very limited and are used sparingly, and another explosion is expected at any time.  The worst condition, however, is that the miners feel isolated and without hope of ever being rescued.

They continue to exist by creating a routine.  A chain of command is soon established, with the foreman being the person in charge.  The miners schedule their days so that they can know what to expect and when they can expect things to happen.  They also daily sit in a group together and talk, argue, vent, and in their own way, pray.
Something similar happens with the Jewish exiles.  They too feel isolated and are without hope of rescue.  They also develop a means by which they can continue to exist.  Rites and rituals evolve from what they were when the Temple was readily available to rites and rituals that can happen in their homes.  They meet to retell stories.  They argue with each other, vent their frustrations with each other, and in their own way, pray.

Then, unexpectedly, they are encouraged to return to their homeland.  Much like the miners, however, they have mixed emotions.  The Jews have been promised that when they return to their homeland that their place of worship, the Temple, would quickly be restored, and that their way of life would resume as it had been lived before they were exiled.  But it wasn't happening this way.  Quickly, like the rescued miners, they become disillusioned, discouraged and tired.  It is in this setting that we hear Isaiah, capturing the despair of the people, cry out: ‘Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down…!’
The experience of the Israelites and the miners can also sometimes be our experience.  Possibly the expectations we had for our life are dashed by the illness or death of a parent, a child or a friend.  Possibly we prepare for the death of our father, mother, wife or husband, and instead they linger in a coma, or a vegetative state, with no ability to recognize us ever again.  Possibly we enter a marriage, or another way of life, thinking that this is the fulfillment of our dream, and find that our dream has become a living nightmare filled with gut wrenching pain and sorrow.  Whatever the event the end results are often the same: we experience isolation and no hope that we can be rescued.  We might also find ourselves crying out:  ‘God, where are you?’
     This is the experience of Advent.  We are offered during this season an opportunity not only to reconnect with these feelings, but also to unexpectedly discover that we are not hopelessly isolated.  God is finding a way for us to know that God has no restrictions, and that we are already caught up in the flowing river that is God.
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