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1Give 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! 

3Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved. 

4O Lord God of hosts, how long will you be angry with your people’s prayers? 

5You have fed them with the bread of tears, and given them tears to drink in full measure. 

6You make us the scorn of our neighbors; our enemies laugh among themselves. 

7Restore us, O God of hosts; let your face shine, that we may be saved. 

8You brought a vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and planted it. 

9You cleared the ground for it; it took deep root and filled the land. 

10The mountains were covered with its shade, the mighty cedars with its branches; 

11it sent out its branches to the sea, and its shoots to the River. 

12Why then have you broken down its walls, so that all who pass along the way pluck its fruit? 

13The boar from the forest ravages it, and all that move in the field feed on it. 

14Turn again, O God of hosts; look down from heaven, and see; have regard for this vine, 

15the stock that your right hand planted. 

16They have burned it with fire, they have cut it down; may they perish at the rebuke of your 

countenance. 

17But let your hand be upon the one at your right hand, the one whom you made strong for 

yourself. 

18Then we will never turn back from you; give us life, and we will call on your name. 

19Restore us, O Lord God of hosts; let your face shine, that we may be saved. 

 

 Psalm 80 was a psalm of lament for the Jewish people. Perhaps one that they recited 

many times with a sense of frustration and exhaustion. Their history was dotted with 

disappointments and defeats. It is just as true in daily life, isn’t it, that apart from the confident 

pronouncements of preachers and leaders about “how great everything is,” real life is a mixed 

bag.  

 It can be hard for even the most prosperous of people. You can supposedly have it all 

and still have no peace or happiness. Setbacks and sorrows always come if you live long enough. 

There is no escape. And either you will have a faith sturdy enough to weather it or you will sink 

into the pit. 

 Lauren Winner has said of Psalm 80 that in times of failure and broken hopes, we resort 

to eating our own tears as bread. But this is not all bad. 

 

A [Jewish] story called a midrash tells us that tears are a gift from God. When God 

sent Adam and Eve out of the Garden, God said : “For this reason I give you out of 

My heavenly treasure this priceless pearl. Look! It is a tear! And when grief 

overtakes you and your heart aches so that you are not able to endure it, and great 



anguish grips your soul, then thee will fall from your eyes this tiny tear. Your 

burden will grow lighter then.” 

And here again in the psalm, God is visiting the people with tears. The psalmist names 

this as proof of the people’s suffering, which surely it is. 

But even in this suffering, it is also—on the midrash’s terms—testimony to God’s 

presence, to God’s gift; the very proof that you are in pain is also the God-given 

place where the succor starts. 

And it is Advent. And people are weeping … tears… steeped in unfathomable loss. We 

miss our dear departed. Our life does not have the warmth or intimacy we seek. We are 

lonely. And more. Unspeakably so much more. i 

 

 And yet, we come to Advent and begin with the theme of Hope!  Hope is not about 

circumstance.  It is something deeper and more elusive.  It is a confidence for which you do not 

have observable basis.     

Hope doesn’t merely spring up from nowhere, of course. It is taught in life, even at the 

earliest of years. Children given safety, affirmation, love and instruction learn to trust and 

hope in life.   There is something about discipline that lends itself to hope—our training in 

life assures us that we need to “trust” in what we have learned even when it is less convenient 

and more is at stake. 

 Even worship and discipleship are training in hope. We read the same story over 

and over, reminding ourselves that God surprises when human hopes dim.  In a world like 

ours, where there is so much hatred, trouble and despair, we ought to be absolutely ecstatic about 

the opportunities to take over the territory from the kingdom of death.  We serve an ultimately 

invincible Lord.  We offer a life that is better than its alternatives.  

 But even with that, losses come, weariness overtakes us. We fail ourselves, God and 

each other. And there is no disappointment greater than disappointment with oneself. There is 

no way to hide from it or make it go away. 

 So maybe we need to remember to use the precious gift of tears. There is nothing more 

dangerous than running from genuine sorrow. It will catch you eventually, so you might as 

well face it. In the Bible, grieving is often a prelude to hope. 

 In all the tumult of this moment, the avalanche of revelations about so many well-

known people, of disappointing news, of harsh realities, of angry distrust, I wonder if a 

little tear-shedding isn’t a helpful place to start. When you have wrecked your life, driving 

harder and faster isn’t necessarily a solution. Sometimes, an honest, quiet sorrowing can cleanse 

the soul and open the door for God.   

 I am not worried about the revelations of bad behavior and failure filling our ears 

right now. I am more concerned that we will be more obsessed with shutting it out, or not 

listening to the pain and miss the wonderful opportunity to see the truth. Humanity is a 

mixed bag with a lot of mess. We need help, real help. Angry people need help calming down. 

Sad people need to weep. 

 Powerful people need humble repentance. Victims need Samaritans. The church needs 

to live up to its Savior.  

 All of these things are more than tear-worthy, I would think. We’ve made a genuine 

mess of things, and the only way out is confession and grace. 

 The good news is that the eternal God still cares about us.  

  



I think even more than an election, I am deeply concerned about the presentation of 

the Christian gospel in our present moment. Too often do I see the word “Christian” 

connected to unkindness, anger, tribalism, and fear. Too many preachers talking about 

drawing lines in some imaginary sand. Standing up against an ever-growing list of cultural 

enemies rather than seeing others as Jesus did—sinners and neighbors needing the love of God.  

 The moment of hope is a moment of imagination—not of crushing our enemies but 

welcoming them into faith, healing the broken instead of crushing the weak, offering 

forgiveness to fellow sinners rather than pretending that we are immune and superior to them. 

 We live in a moment of terrible tribal fears, and the gospel, a word meaning “good 

news,” calls us to live into something completely different—hope. That hope gives calm when 

all is distressed. 

 Perhaps the whole matter comes down to a significant difference in how we think 

about Jesus’ coming. The Christmas message declares, “the word became flesh and dwelt 

among us.” “Abiding” in the gospels is a word meaning “live with,” dwell, stay with. Jesus came 

here “for” us in one sense. But for us can leave us still separated from love. In fact, Jesus came to 

be with us. 

 All of this connects to hope in this important way—hope is not merely what we can 

count on “someday” way up ahead. It is mysteriously, and sometimes almost invisibly, present 

with us. And sometimes, as Peter and James and John would find out at the end, “living with 

Jesus” means facing the worst in ourselves. I will never forget, at the end of the gospel, when it 

says that Peter, having denied knowing Jesus in the hour of his trial, saw his Lord being led away 

to his death.  

 Luke, hauntingly, says, And immediately, while he was still speaking, the rooster 

crowed. 61 And the Lord turned and looked at Peter. And Peter remembered the saying of 

the Lord, how he had said to him, “Before the rooster crows today, you will deny me three 

times.” 62 And he went out and wept bitterly.” (Luke 1:60-62. 

 Amid all the blaming and denying and news-faking spin of this terrible moment of ours, a 

little tear-shedding could do us good. Because in the tears, God opens a door of hope that even 

the worst can still be put right by God. But only if we’ll open the gift, and with it, our hearts. We 

need God’s help. God is willing to help us. But only after the tears. 

 As you and I enter this season, let it be a time of hope. And a time of truthfulness in our 

hearts. Jesus came to be with us and for us, so that we could be with Him and for Him.  

 

 In recent weeks, our church has sustained many untimely and difficult losses. Last week, 

it was Mike Griggs, remembered by these beautiful flowers here this morning. As a pastor, we 

have to learn to put our own feelings over to the side and deal with them later. For me, that 

usually happens during a tender moment between Andy and Opie on an old Andy Griffith, and 

the tears turn loose. 

 After one of our recent funeral services, I was standing out in the foyer when a pastor 

friend came up and said, “Gary, your church has had a lot of losses lately. How are you doing?” I 

answered with a preacher answer, “Well, it’s hard, but we’ll be okay.” 

 She said, “You know, I never forgot what you told me when I was about to become 

pastor of a church. You said, ‘One thing you can’t be ready for is how often you have lose 

friends in death.”  Suddenly I was watching Andy Griffith[[ 

 Grief is a holy place. It can be the prelude for a new moment. 



 When you lose, you have to mourn. When you fail, confess. When you are afraid, trust. 

When you don’t know what to do, ask.   

 God is ready.  God will not live your life for you, but God will give you all you need 

when you are ready to ask for it.  And that is the place where God always shows up. 
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