
 

Sermon for 29 November 2020 

Keep Awake! 
 
Please read Isaiah 64.1-9. 
 
Today is Advent Sunday.  But this year it happens to coincide with another 
important day for many people – the United Nations International Day of 
Solidarity with the Palestinian People.  On this day in 1947 the UN adopted 
a resolution to provide a Jewish state and an Arab state in Palestine, then 
under British mandate.  The Jewish state – Israel – has now been in 
existence for 72 years; the question of the state for Palestinian Arabs 
remains unresolved. 
 

At some stage in the run up to Christmas each year it’s very natural to 
consider what the ‘little town of Bethlehem’ is going through today, 
although often it may not strike us until Christmas Eve.  From time to time 
our church Christmas charity has been one that supports people who live 
in the Holy Land.  In past years we have supported Friends of the Holy 
Land, Embrace the Middle East, Bright Stars of Bethlehem and Amos 
Trust.  This year, on Advent Sunday, Palestinian Christians have asked 
churches in other parts of the world to remember them and all 
Palestinians.  In the words of Jesus, they call us to ‘Keep Awake!’ (Mark 
13.33,35,37) 
 

Come, Lord Jesus 
 

Isaiah writes: ‘Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down, that 
the mountains would tremble before you!’ (64.1)  The people of Israel think 
that God has forgotten them.  The prophet has pleaded on God to ‘Look 
down from heaven and see…  Where are your zeal and your might?  Your 
tenderness and compassion are withheld from us’ (63.15).  But then he 
makes an even bolder request – tear the heavens apart and come down!   
 

Speaking about this verse for today, Samia Khoury says, ‘I feel it is the cry 
of the believers; those who are helpless, powerless, deprived, poor and 
sick.  It is a cry from the heart to God in the highest, God omnipotent whom 
we have always believed to be our Saviour and who would not abandon 
us in our difficult times.’ 
   

(Before retirement, Samia Khoury was president of an elementary school in East 
Jerusalem; she continues to serve as Treasurer of Sabeel in East Jerusalem and a 
trustee of Birzeit University.) 



 

In our Advent hymns and liturgy we cry out ‘Come, Lord Jesus’.  We 
appeal to Jesus to return and bring in his reign of justice and peace.  But 
we do that because we believe he’s already with us – that he never 
abandons us, however hard things are.  Advent is not just about ‘coming’, 
but about ‘presence’. 
 

Verses 2 and 3 recall times when God ‘came down’ in the past, as at 
Mount Sinai.  The people of Israel want him to come with a huge show of 
power and sort out their enemies!  But God doesn’t seem to be coming in 
that way… 
 

Wait for the Lord 
 

Isaiah continues, ‘Since ancient times no one has heard, no ear has 
perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who acts on behalf of 
those who wait for him.’ (v.4)  Patience is required.  Firstly, patient trust.  
The prophet says that there is no God like Yahweh.  We are not to trust in 
anyone else.  The solution we’d like may not come quickly, or may not 
come at all.  But we still trust.  Secondly, patient waiting.  Perhaps this 
amounts to the same thing – we only wait for someone if we trust them to 
turn up.  But waiting also suggests prayer.  It tells us what we can do when 
nothing else is happening or nothing else works.  It is, of course, what we 
should be doing all the time! 
 

Revd Dr Mitri Raheb writes, ‘The presence of an all-powerful empire 
provoked the cry, “Where are you, God?”  But this doesn’t mean that God 
was absent from the equation.  On the contrary, the question aims at truly 
inviting him into the equation because in the face of an omnipotent empire 
the occupied have no one to turn to but God.  When people are 
overwhelmed by the power of empire and drowning in the feeling that no 
other state or people can help them defeat the empire, there is no option 
about where to seek help.  When they lose faith in changing the geo-
political balance sheet by human means, God alone remains.’ 
   

(From Faith in the Face of Empire.  Mitri Raheb was formerly Senior Pastor of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Christmas Church, Bethlehem, and is Founder and President 
at Dar al-Kalima University College of Arts and Culture, Bethlehem.) 
 
At times Palestinians lose their patience.  Sometimes they have all been 
labelled ‘terrorists’.  But there has also been some remarkable patience 
from Palestinians over the past 72 years, and there is also remarkable 
faith from the Christians.  Sometimes patience isn’t enough, though.  We 
need to wait on God more urgently; we need to pray more urgently. 
 



 

Today’s call to remember the people of Palestine comes from Sabeel, an 
ecumenical liberation theology centre in Jerusalem which has friends 
groups around the world (see Sabeel-Kairos UK).  One thing they do is to 
encourage people to pray, and I receive a weekly prayer email from them.  
They work closely with Kairos, a Christian Palestinian movement, born out 
of the Kairos Document of 2009 which advocates for ending the Israeli 
occupation and achieving a just solution to the conflict.  Kairos also 
produces resources to help people to pray and take action.  Back in July 
they launched Cry for Hope: A call to decisive action.  There’s now a 
desperate need for hope, and the document says, ‘We have arrived at a 
critical point in the struggle to end the oppression of the Palestinian 
people.’ 
 

Abu Nidal, a woodcarver in Bethlehem says, ‘It feels like there is no life 
left for us here, no future for our children.  No happiness and no hope left 
in our hearts.  My family have always lived here.  Every generation going 
back as far as we can know of have lived here in Bethlehem.  But this 
occupation, this violence, this suffocation and this indignity… I don’t know 
if we can take any more.  Soon all our churches will be empty and there 
will be no more Christians left in the Holy Land.’ 
 

It’s very hard for Abu to sell his goods.  Due to the conflict and now Covid, 
tourists aren’t coming to Bethlehem.  For the same reasons, he can’t go 
to Jerusalem and other tourist centres, and the export regulations imposed 
by Israel make it expensive for him to sell his goods.  He’s now struggling 
to provide for his wife, three children, and his parents who live with him. 
 

We might be fed up with the lockdown or frustrated that we only have five 
days to meet with two other households over Christmas.  That’s nothing 
compared with the ‘double lockdown’ of Bethlehem this year or the 
restrictions faced every day by Palestinians: checkpoints, delays, roads 
they can’t drive on, bombs falling on their homes, soldiers intimidating their 
children, and being refused access to their farmlands.  In 2019, 745 
children were arrested by Israeli forces.  Over the past two years, 15,400 
olive trees have been uprooted or destroyed on Palestinian farms by illegal 
Israeli settlers and soldiers.  And over the past year house demolitions by 
the Israeli military have increased very sharply: there were 313 in the first 
half of this year.  On top of all of this, Palestinians have been living with 
the threat of Israeli ‘annexation’ of possibly 30% of the West Bank.   
 

Cry for Hope states that the integrity of the church and the Christian faith 
is at stake: ‘We cannot serve God and the oppression of the Palestinian 
people’.  It asks Christians to engage in a process of study, reflection and 

https://sabeel.org/
http://www.sabeel-kairos.org.uk/
https://www.kairospalestine.ps/


 

confession concerning the systematic deprivation of the Palestinian 
people and the use of the Bible by many to justify it, and to act to formally 
reject such oppression. 
 

Lord, have mercy 
   

‘All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts 
are like filthy rags.’ (v.6)  In verses 5-7 Isaiah brings something else into 
the picture – human sin.  Advent is also a time to stop and assess our lives 
in the light of God.  It’s no good blaming God for everything that goes 
wrong, or just expecting him to come and sort it out.  It’s no good just 
blaming governments or politics.  We all have blind spots.  We have failed 
to see the needs of others; we have failed to understand them; and we 
have failed to act.   
 

But there’s a solution to this: ‘Yet you, Lord, are our Father.  We are the 
clay, you are the potter, we are all the work of your hand.  Do not be angry 
beyond measure, Lord; do not remember our sins for ever.’ (v.8-9)  This 
rare description of God as ‘Father’ in the Old Testament reminds us that 
we belong to God, he made us, and he forms and shapes us as a potter 
does with clay.  We are totally dependent on him to forgive us, transform 
us and enable us to act. 
 

Keep Awake! 
   

How can we be more alert to what’s going on in the lives of Palestinians 
today?  How can we pray for them?  How can we take action?  I commend  
Cry for Hope to you – you may like to read this three-page document or 
take a look at the website, where you can also express your support.  You 
may also like to look at the more detailed Kairos Palestine Christmas Alert 
2020, which has reflections for every week of Advent as well as Christmas 
Day.  In it you can hear more Palestinian Christian voices, as well as from 
people from other parts of the world. 
 

Since the time of Isaiah, God has come down from heaven; his reign of 
justice and peace has begun; but it didn’t happen in the way that many 
people thought it should. 
 

Revd Dr Munther Isaac says, ‘When God came to our world, God chose 
to come as one of the helpless and oppressed.  Jesus came from the little 
town of Bethlehem to redeem this world and its kingdoms from greed for 
money and power.  He was a peaceful and serving King.  His weapon was 

https://www.cryforhope.org/media/attachments/2020/06/30/cry-for-hope-english.pdf
https://www.cryforhope.org/
https://www.kairospalestine.ps/images/kairos-palestine-christmas-alert-2020.pdf
https://www.kairospalestine.ps/images/kairos-palestine-christmas-alert-2020.pdf


 

love, love for God and for the other.  Jesus came to build a different kind 
of kingdom, not like that of the Emperor or the Caliph or a Crusader’s king 
or khedive or Turkish sultan.  He came to build a kingdom that is definitely 
not like that of Netanyahu or Trump.  It is a kingdom for the peaceful, the 
lovers of good and justice.  It is a kingdom with the cross as its symbol, 
not like that of the Crusaders, but like that of Golgotha – a cross of love, 
sacrifice and redemption.’  
  

(From Kairos Palestine Christmas Alert 2020.  Revd Dr Munther Isaac pastors the 
Evangelical Lutheran Christmas Church in Bethlehem and is the Academic Dean of 
Bethlehem Bible College.) 
 

We need to pray for Palestinian Christians, that they would continue to 
adopt the way of Jesus despite the challenges they face.  And as we pray 
and take action, may we see more of God’s kingdom and its values come 
to the Holy Land. 
 

Richard Wise 


