
LAKEWOOD PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
Rev. Terence A. Lucarelli

November 29, 2009

ADVENT LESSONS FROM HANDEL’S MESSIAH
WHERE IS THE GLORY?

Isaiah 40:1-5 & John 1:1-5, 14-18

Growing up in my hometown of St. Clairsville, Ohio, the Christmas season always started for 
me with the town Christmas parade and seeing Santa Claus riding along Main Street in the back of 
the fire truck, and then, all the church choirs would assemble at one of our three downtown 
churches and sing Handel’s Messiah.  (By the way, downtown St. Clairsville had one traffic light)  
When I finally was old enough to be a part of that community performance … well, I knew Christmas 
had arrived!

While I was in Cincinnati at the end of October with Karen, babysitting our granddaughters 
while our daughter and her husband were in Jamaica, I was walking and listening to the Messiah, 
trying to get inspired for Christmas sermons.  It didn’t take very long, because as I listened to that 
thrilling first chorus:

And the glory, the glory of the Lord
shall be revealed.

And all flesh shall see it together.
for the mouth of the Lord hath spoken it.

My heart raced; my mind was set in motion … the call to preach it came!  
And so on this, the first Sunday of Advent: Where is the Glory?


The Hebrew word for “glory” is “CHABOD.”  Its literal meaning is “weight,” and its earliest

references were found to apply to the weight and splendor of royal clothes: Rich embroidered cloth, 
woven with gold thread, embedded with jewels.  Then the crown!  

So, the “CHABOD” or “GLORY” of God referred to God’s SPLENDOR.

The Psalmist saw glory in God’s creation:
The heavens declare the glory of God

and the earth proclaims God’s handiwork. (Psalm 19:1)

And the poets, they have always had eyes to see.  
Edna St. Vincent Millay:

O world, I cannot hold thee close enough!
Thy winds, Thy wide gray skies!
Thy mists that roll and rise!
Thy woods, this autumn day that ache and sag

and all but cry with colour. (1)

Or e. e. cummings’ “blue true dream of sky.” (2)  
Or Hopkins’ “Glory be to God for dappled things” … which was another way of saying: If 

you’ve got freckles, praise ‘em!

The creation account from Genesis 1 (not to be confused with the second creation story in 
Genesis 2) says that God spoke ALL things into being, blessed them and called them “GOOD.”  Then it 
goes on to say that the crowning achievement of ALL CREATION was God’s making of humankind on 
the sixth day.  We were made in the “imago dei”… “the image of God” … male and female.  And when 
God saw US, God blessed us and called us “very good.”
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However, God’s glory is NOT only found creation … it is also seen in history, in God’s acts of 
justice and liberation, and in the moral wisdom of God which is embedded in the fabric of the 
universe.

God’s powerful presence in history and in moral wisdom was given a central symbol in 
ancient Israel: The ark of Yahweh … The ark of the Lord.

The ark was a bare wooden box.  It stood for the visible throne of the invisible God.  You 
couldn’t see God but you could see where God sat.  Inside the box were the Ten Commandments, 
given by God to Moses.  So it was also called, the “Ark of the Covenant.”

This ark preserved the invisibility of God.  There was no visual representation of God there.  
This God cannot be controlled, or whittled down to human dimensions.  And it preserved the moral 
nature and purpose of God.  The Holy is a moral force, not just a force.

In order for you to grasp the significance of the ark, you need to empty your mind of 
everything you saw in the movie, Raiders of the Lost Ark.  I know that’s going to be hard to do, but 
forget all that stuff … it was just a movie!

Now, the ark had one more important feature: It was portable.  It had rings on its sides where 
poles could be inserted so it could be carried.  The presence of God could not be confined to a place.  
Israel’s God was a traveling God!

Freed from Pharaoh’s captivity, the Hebrew people carried the ark of God with them 
through the wilderness.  And when they arrived in the Promised Land, they placed it in the ancient 
city of Shiloh, the central place of worship for the Israelites.

Fast forward a few generations.  Israel is at war with its perennial nemesis, the Philistines.  Eli 
is judge of Israel, its key spiritual and political leader.

In 1 Samuel 4 there is a battle between Israel and the Philistines, and about four thousand of 
Israel’s soldiers are killed.  What does Israel do?  They go to Shiloh and then carry the Ark of 
Covenant back to the battlefield.  With God’s presence with them they will surely win the next battle
they reasoned.

But in the second battle, Israel’s army is routed, Eli’s two sons are killed and – horror of all 
horrors – the Ark of the Covenant is captured by the enemy.  God is carried off in enemy hands.

Five Times in twelve verses this terrible truth is announced:
Verse 11: “The ark of God was captured.”
Verse 18: When it was reported to Eli that “The ark of God has been captured” and his two sons 

were killed, he falls over backward out of his chair, breaks his neck and dies.
Verses 19-21: Records the report to Eli’s daughter-in-law: “The ark of God has been captured”

two times.  When this unnamed woman hears the news of her husband’s death, Eli’s death and the 
capture of the ark, she goes into labor.  It is a difficult labor.  The child survives but she dies.  And 
before she dies she names her son.  Call him “Ichabod,” she says (which literally means, “Where is the 
glory?”).  She explains the name: “For the glory has departed from Israel (more precisely it says, “The 
glory has gone into exile”), because the ark of God has been captured.”

Verse 22: And then in her last dying breath, she declares: “The ark of God has been captured.”
(3)  That’s five times it is mentioned in those few verses!


Sometimes that is our experience too; The glory of God leaves us, goes into exile.  In our lives 

we experience the glory of God: in “the rapture of being alive,” in the beauty, presence and goodness
of God in life itself.  But we can also experience those terrible moments, terrible seasons, when for us the 
glory of God has departed.

It may come as we experience a terrible loss ... the death of a spouse or even a child.  The dearest 
thing in our life is gone, and it feels like God has departed with it.  Where is the Glory?

In these difficult economic times … we loose our job, our savings.  How will we have any joy at 
Christmas?  Where is the Glory?
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Read the paper, listen to the news … all the heartache and pain.  A small child dies in a fire just 
this last week.  Where is the Glory?

The injustice and cruelty … a young boy set ablaze by his friend.  Hate crimes on the increase.  
Where is the Glory?

And sometimes the glory of God departs the people of God because they have cheapened
God’s glory and misused God’s name.  Ezekiel saw it happening in the life of Israel leading to their 
exile.  God’s people had cheapened the glory, forsaken the covenant, used God’s name for vainful 
purposes.  So the glory of God had upped and left, vacated the temple, gone into exile.

This is our story too, when we use God to bless our prideful ways, to justify our greed, baptize
our injustices, confirm our bigotries, consecrate our hatreds.  We see it happening in some of the 
fringe, fundamentalist Christian movements in our country today.  Need I mention the Rev. Fred 
Phelps, whose demonstrations have waved banners displaying comments like: “God hates Queers” 
or “Fags Die; God Laughs” and “Thank God for AIDS.”  Where is the Glory?

No wonder there are people who won’t step foot inside our churches!  Where is the Glory?


I don’t know, maybe the place where Advent truly begins is when we are able to name our 
losses, confess our emptiness, tell of those places where it feels like the glory of God has departed.  I
think it is from that honest place, if we can get there, where we can finally in truth sing “O Come, O 
Come Immanuel.”

It is into such a place where the prophet cries and the tenor sings the beginning of Messiah: 
“Comfort ye.”  Yes, that is where Advent begins for ME and maybe for YOU this year … and where it 
ENTERS me is the empty places where the glory of God has departed.

But the vision of Isaiah 40 goes beyond those words, “Comfort ye” to glimpse a universalizing of 
the glory of God … the glory of God NOT confined to an ark or a temple or a nation, NOT confined to a 
church or creed, race or people:

And the glory, the glory of the Lord
shall be revealed

And all flesh ... all people shall see it together.

Here is a vision which encompasses and yet transcends both Israel and Christianity, synagogue 
and church.  The glory of God is meant for the WHOLE HUMAN RACE.  God’s glory has been given to 
US, but it is on its way to ALL people.  In our world today, we will survive only as much as in our 
religions we are able to claim the particular and embrace the universal.


When I heard the chorus “And the Glory of the Lord” this year, my thoughts also went to the 

opening of John’s gospel.  John’s recapitulates the creation story from Genesis – and brings it to a 
glorious new climax:

In the beginning was the Word
and the Word was with God and the Word was God… 
All things came into being through the Word,
and without the Word was not one thing made...
And the word became flesh and dwelt among us
And we have seen his glory
the glory as of a father’s only son
full of grace and truth.


Irenaeus, the great theologian of the church in the second century, had been taught the 

gospel from Polycarp, who had been taught by John himself.  He was captured by this universal
vision.  He saw in Jesus Christ not just God’s destiny for this one man, but the destiny of the whole
human race.  Here are his famous, startling words:

The glory of God is the human being
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fully alive; 
The life of the human being 

is the vision of God.

This is a thrilling vision – and also the greatest of ALL challenges.  We can no longer say, in 
defense of our careless flaws: “We’re only human.”  Christ is the one we live up to, live toward.  The 
stakes are high.  When WE fall short of God’s glory, we lay waste to OUR lives and to the lives around us.


There is in EACH of us the glory of God … I just wish we could see it better.  It is God’s signature

upon you, like the way an artist’s signature is so much more than just the name placed there at the 
bottom of the painting … with it is the undeniable style of the artist displayed in the painting itself, 
in its brush strokes and composition.

And so … Your life CAN tell the glory of God.  Do you know that?  Do you want a guide?  Jesus is 
the guide.  Our whole human race is on a journey toward the glory of God.  What is the way?  Follow 
this way … look to Christ’s example!

And when it happens … those places and times when we BECOME what God has made us to 
become, as persons, a church, communities, nations … At those moments in time, a dying mother does 
not name her child Ichabod, “Where is the glory?”  No indeed … for a child is born and we shall name 
him, name her: Immanuel, God with us.  

Where is the glory!  
Yes, here is the glory!  
In you and you and you and in me.  
In you and in you and me ... Immanuel, God with us!

Amen and Amen.

Footnotes:
   1. “God’s world,” Collected Poems, p.  32.
   2. “i thank you god for most this amazing” 100 Selected Poems, p. 114.
   3. I am indebted here to the exposition of I Samuel 4 by Walter Brueggemann, Ichabod Toward 

Home (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2002), pp. 1-23.


