Today we start the Advent season—a time to prepare ourselves for the birth of Jesus Christ through prayer, penance and good works.  The Church’s hope is that we are fully prepared to embrace the Child Jesus and truly rejoice in the unfolding of God’s plan of salvation for all of humanity.  It requires us to foster faith in God, that this little child will be the savior of the world.  It requires us to foster hope that the world’s sorrows will come to an end through this child.  And it requires great love for the God we cannot see.  I think, too, as we prepare for the coming of a child, this season calls us to prepare our hearts to be childlike – innocent and trusting.  Easier said than done, of course, when our filled with all kinds of “adult” problems.  How do we prepare our hearts properly?  
Some of you might be familiar with the spiritual classic Abandonment to Divine Providence by Pierre de Caussade.  It was written in the 18th century, but it’s still an amazing spiritual treatise on how to surrender your life to God’s Will, how to trust in Him, in His Providence.  And one of the images he uses that stuck with me ever since I first read it is the same image Isaiah uses at the end of his passage today: the clay and the potter.  “O Lord, you are the father; We are the clay, and you are the potter; We are all the work of your hands.”  

This beautiful proclamation of trust in God comes only after Isaiah struggles intensely within himself with lots of questions and doubts—the same way many people today struggle.  He looked around him and saw all the problems in his world and wondered “Where are you, Lord?”  He struggled with trying to follow God and not seeing the blessing of it, so he wonders, “What’s the point of trying to be good?”  For some in our world today, not having these questions answered leads to walking away from God.  But not Isaiah.  He continues to struggle with these questions.  It’s a very virtuous thing, I think, to remain faithful and persevere in the quest for answers, even when those answers don’t come very quickly.  How many of us struggle with similar questions?
· Why are you so far away, Lord?

· Where are you, and how long before you do something?
· Why is my heart unable to feel anything when I think of you, Lord?

Isaiah comes to realize, through his questions and doubts and a real honest reflection on his own life, that God is not far away.  He realizes the simple truth that God is intimately involved in his life, as He is in all our lives.  And Isaiah realizes that the reason he feels so far away from God and can’t seem to experience His presence is because of his own sin.  As he says, his guilt prevents him from being roused enough to cling to God.  

It was only when Isaiah came to realize that he was a sinner in need of God and unable even to reach out to God without His help, that he was able to profess this beautiful act of trust.  “Yet [despite it all], O Lord, [despite my being a sinner],” he says, “you are our father; we are the clay and you are the potter; we are all the work of your hands.”  
What does that mean?  Think about what it takes for clay to be molded by the potter. 

· First, the clay starts out as a formless lump.  The potter picks it up, with a clear purpose in mind.  He’s thinking to Himself, “I’m going to make a pot or a vase or a bowl.  I’m going to use this clay to make something beautiful and unique.”  From the beginning, God has a plan for each of us.  And He always keeps that purpose in mind as He’s working with our lives.  
· And so He begins by kneading the clay in His hands to remove the air pockets and warm it up.  He prepares the clay to be shaped.  This is so necessary in the process because the finished pot would explode in the furnace if any air pockets remained.  And so that’s what God does with our lives.  He prepares us for what He has in store for us – sometimes that’s through heartbreak and failure, and sometimes through joys and successes.  But He’s there carefully removing the dangers that might later harm us, and warming us up to be further shaped by Him.  We should never believe that God doesn’t intimately attend to the smallest detail of our lives, not when He’s so willing to prepare us for His plan.  
· And so then He begins the process of shaping the pot.  Slowly, it begins to take form. The potter carefully and lovingly builds up the sides and smoothes out the rough edges.  If the clay begins to crack, He adds water to moisten the clay.  Sometimes, being shaped by God means we’re going to crack at times.  But God is always there to apply the proper fix, if we allow Him to.  

· And then, the final step is to be dried in the fire.  To be hardened into our final form.  “This at last,” the potter says, “is my masterpiece!  It is just what I had envisioned it to be!”  If we are following the path that God laid out for us, then we can be confident that we are who God wants us to be, even if we’re not the best at everything we wish we were and even if we don’t have everything we wish we did.  As long as we were willing to be used by God and shaped by Him, then we will be pleasing in the eyes of the Lord.  
I think what Isaiah realized in the end is what we should all realize, that we’re works in progress.  And at times we’re not going to understand what’s happening to us or why.  But that’s what it means to surrender our lives to God.  It means having that absolute trust that, no matter what happens in life, our lives are in the hands of the master potter, that He is taking this imperfect, sinful lump of clay and forming it into something beautiful, with a purpose.  It may take time to see the final product, but we’ll see it in the end.  As we enter into this Advent season, let’s remember that God does have a plan for each of us, and Jesus Christ is part of that plan, the heart of it in fact!  May Christ inspire our faith this season, and may we be willing to place our lives into His hands!  

