"0 For 8 Thousand Tongues to Sing”
& zerrnon presched by Theodore S, Atkinson, pastor of the Oxford Presbyterian Church, Oxford, PA on
the third Sunday of Advent, December 14, 1985, Soriptura lessons: Isaiah 25:1-10; Psalm 146:5-10;
darnes 3:7-10; Maithew 11:2-11.

in the Revized Stanhdard Yersion of our O1d Testament lessan we read in
lsaiah 357, that "the burning sand shall become & pool”. The older Revised
Yersion reads, "The glawing zend shall become a pool.” But | think the
translation that makes the most sense is found in the margin of the
Revized Version where you find, "And the mirage shall becotme & pool”

[. Think of the desert! Maybe you've seen the Mational Geographic
Specials or been through the great dezert in our Southwest or just Tooked
at pictures of deserts in books. You have something of the idea of what
the desert is like. The desert can be smanaiarars. Look n every

direction and all you see is sand. Mo hinghwaus. The tracks of a traveller

~gre quickly covered by the shifting sand. For the unerperienced deserty . 4% AT
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iraveller', without & guide, you easily lose all sense of direction and get
lost. And it's suffocatingly ry There's very little water to drink, very
little water for green things to grow. Only the hardiest plants and animals
can survive the the blazing sun and the burning send. And in the desert are
wild cresiuras,; \saiah spoke of jackels, lionhs, and ravenous beasts.
The King James Versioh even speaks of the desert as the “habitation of
dragons”. 1t's & Lerrible place, a frightening place. But one of the most
unique and cruel characteristics of the desert is the mirege. You're
crawling through the desert on your hands and Knees. You're tired and
thiraty. You feel like you can't go further. You're ready to give up. But you
Toak in the distance and you see what appesrs to be g pool of water, an
oasis. Your spirits 1ift. You gather your remaining strength, You push on

in hope. You get up and walk and even manage to run but the casis seems to
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fade away. And then you realize it's only & cruel mirage.

[f. One of the most common experiences of life is the desert
experience. Jdohn Bunyan wrote of the wiiderness af ihis warld We
loze our sense of direction and don't know which way to go. We feel lost,
Everything in life seems monotonous, 1ike the desert. Our life is dry. We
stop growing intellectually. We lose interest in life. Spirftually, we
wither and die. The wild ravenous beasts within ug owr untaimed emotions
and cornpulsions, frighten us. We look far something to give us security,
peace, satisfaction, security, status. And then, maybe, we see an aasis in
the distance.

Sarmetimmes our hoped for casis is ew 7asiiy . Hereis a family living

to itself and for itself, with never a thought about others or God and the

soul-and-gternity—H-seams-idyllieatly-happy—Theyve-found-happiness:
They've Tound satisfaction in themselves, in their little family. But |
suddenly see the mother of that family being stricken by iltness. | see her
undergoing an operation. | hear of her sudden death. And everything on
which their happiness had been built has gone- it was a mirage.

Sometimes our hoped for casis is gassessians We think if we just
had rmore money or possessions we'd really be happy or we'd be able to buy
happi‘ness and pleasure. Then we discovery that money and possessions
don't provide protection from aging, from illness, from accident, We buy
that Tanged Tor treasure anly to experience a let down. Qur money and
passessions turn Lo dust.

Sametimes you see that oasis in loftier places, /v /garning,
inteliecyisl pirsuils- art, music, philosophy, debating end discussing
palitics. We give ourself unreservedly to these intellectus! and sesthetic

pursuits only to find that the emotional side of us has become withered
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and dried and stunied; we fear intimacy end feel desparately lonely.

Somelimes we ook and see the oasis of escane |f we could only
escape our marriage, escape family responsgibilities, get away from harne.
Then we could begin 1ife all aver. ‘We could fulfil those fantasies. But so
often those fantasies turn into nightmares and we end up cut of f from all
we once loved, valued and held dear,

Sumetimes the casis is #aligian Thaink af /sreel i lhe days af
‘eaiaf God prowized to make thern a great nation but Babylon destroyed
thetn, their beautiful termple turned to rubitle, their leading citizens
cartied sway into exile. The promise turnéd to dust., &r i4ink af ine
disciples of Jesys. They'd seer Jesus open blind eyes and ears. He

turned water to wine, stilled the storm, heated the sick, even raised the

dead—Surely-he-was-the-onetheyd-beenswaiting-for, the-messish_But -the.
crowds began to dwindled. Friends betrayed and denied hirm. And then
came one dark Friday when Jesus was nailed Lo a cross. The hopes and
dreams of all the yesrs died that day. He promised to give streams of
living water, but now he lay buried in the dust. The oasis had become &
mirage.

1. [t can be & terrible hour when we discover our 0a%is 13 nothing
more thah & mirege. One of my heroes was Robert F. Scotl. His gosl, his
ogsis, his dream was to be the first person to resch the South Pole. But
when he got there he found Amundsen had beaten him. His oasis hod
become a mirage. Depressed and disapointed he finally died in the wintry
wilderness. And in hiz diary he had written, "Good-bye to our day-dreams!l”
Have you ever felt that? "Good bye to &ll my dreams.” Maybe you
rernember that old Everly Brothers classic,

Bye, bye love;
Bye, biye happiness;
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Hello, erptiness,
And [ think that ' & gadng to dis.,

Few people go through life without having some dreams turn to dust,

and sormetimes when we Christians ere going through the desert the
terrible doubt assualts us that our faith in Christ is only & mirege. "Maybe
I'm fallowing & mirage; this faith in Christ; this hope of heaven; this
discipleship and self-denial.” Jesus said, "wWhosoever will, 1et him take
the water of Tife freely”. But maybe it's just a mirage and there's no
reality to it; no God wha loves me, no Christ whao died for me, ho Holy
Spirit that works within me; maybe there's no right and wrong, no
forgiveness, no heaven, no cormmunion of the saints. Maybe you prayed for
a loved ane to be healed. You cried out to God. “ou mede God all sorts af
promises, but your loved one died and your dreams turn to dust.

G.AStuddertzKennedy,-one of myfavorite Christisnpoets, raisesthe - - - —

question in a poem,
Suppose i is not true,
dnd Jesus naver lived,
But anly grew,
Like Aphrodite, from the foarn
Of faney-
From the sea
f pure inagining, that frets
“Within the soul eterpally.
Suppose the %Word was not made flesh,
But just another dream,
which dweit amongst us...

%, IW's here that 1saish breaks in so dramatically. He takes that
nightmare view of 1ife and the cynical judgment of the unbelieving world
that says that everything is & mirage, and nothing is real. He takes it and
reverses it. "Mol” cries Isaish. "Be strong, fear rotl Behold, your God will
come with vengeance, with the recompense of God. Your God will come and
save you.” It's not & mirage. It's real.

wheat does he mean? He means this. He's saying something like this: |
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know that 1ife iz full of disappointiments, wrecks of besutiful dreams and
broken hopes. | know that side of life. But | also know this, from history
and my own experience, that God is not mocked! In every situstion, even
when you're feeling disapointment and desparate, that out of it all win
corme streams of water to the one who keeps on trusting in God's promises.
God's offer to our thirsty souls is not an ilusion,

I fact, it's the person who thinks they can find happiness in this world
without God who's bound to discover that, without God, 1ife itself is @
mirage. The one thing certain sbout o)l our dresms that try to get arcund
or svoid God is thet they won't come true. They can't come true. One day
the bubble will burst. And 5t. Augustine explained why so well when he
s81d of God: "You have made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless

Uil _theyfind Lheir_rest inyou” R

Many of you have experienced the desert at some point in your 1fe and
there's still dryness in your souls. Some of you are in the desert right
now. You're going through & wildnerness experience of your own, Your
dreams have turned to dust. You're afraid. Streams of water have
evaporated into desert sands. You wonder if there could ever be streams in
the desert of your life again.

IT this is true of you, won't you, this marning, recormmit your life to
Christ, with a1l your particutar problems; your hurts, frustrations,
bewilderments, disapointments and broken dreams. Trust that Christ's
pramise isn't @ deluzion and that he didn't make a mistake when he set his
narne on you in baptism and called you to his service. His offer to you,
today, of happiness and peace and & satisfying life is not & delusion. it's
not & mirage. 1t's the anly real thing in the world. The vision He has put

before your eyes this morning in Isaiah will never lead you astray.
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when | was in college | came across an article in the Sunday paper
about how some people in Gertnany, years after Wwll, found on the walls of

& bombed out basement these words,
| believe in the sun, even when it is naot shinpi g
| believe in Tove, even when | feel it pot.
I befieve in God, even when he is silent.

Inour best moments, we all know that, don't we? |f only we could
alvways trust it. Some days are cloudy, but we never doubt that the sun is
5111 shining above the clouds. Sometimes loves labor seems lost, but we
also know that, in the end, the only things that will endure are faith, hope,
and love; these three; and the greatest of these is love. And there are days
when the mists come down and the face of God is hidden and we can't hear
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hirm. He's silent.a But we know he's still there. And we hope that the day is
coming soon when our blind eyes will be opened once rmore, and our deaf
gars unstopped once more, and our lame and crippled souls will leap like a
hart, and our dumb tongues sing far joy. “For waters will break forth in
the wilderness, and the mirage shall become a poal "

Let us pray : Stir up your power, 0 Lord, and with great rmight corne arnong us; and, becaue we are
sorely hindered by our =ins, Tet your bountifil arace and merecy speedily help and deliver us; through

Jesus Christ our Lord, to hwead, with you and the Holy Spirit, be honor and glory , now and for ever,
drnen.



