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It is music that makes us most familiar with this morning’s Bible passage.  From Handle’s Messiah to the great Advent and Christmas Hymns that rejoice with the word of Comfort.  We know the gospel hymn “They Who Wait for the Lord” and Randall Thompson’s piece from The Peaceable Kingdom has been sung this morning.  But now I want to look with you at the meaning of the passage.  

Chapter 40 of the book of Isaiah is the beginning of an entirely new section of the prophetic word that began with the original prophet who lived in Jerusalem in the 8th before the Common Era.  A lot is written about the author of chapters 40-55, but the general conclusion, and mine, is that he was a student of Isaiah of Jerusalem who had been nurtured in that school of thought throughout the period of exile in Babylon.  For convenience, I will talk about Isaiah of Jerusalem and Second Isaiah to refer to the two writers.

Isaiah of Jerusalem wrote before the final defeat of Israel by Babylon.  He tried to call the people back to faithfulness, to their covenant responsibilities, but he was not successful.  Early in his writing, Isaiah of Jerusalem said God’s judgment would continue, “Until cities lie waste without inhabitation, and houses without people, and the land is utterly desolate; until the Lord sends everyone far away.” (6:11-12a)   Almost fifty years later, he spoke again the word of the Lord: “Days are coming when all that is in your house, and that which your ancestors have stored up until this day, shall be carried to Babylon; nothing shall be left, says the Lord.” (39:6)  

At the beginning of Second Isaiah, the prophecies from Jerusalem have all come true.  They describe with excruciating accuracy the situation of Israel when God decides to offer restoration.  An entire generation of God’s people had ignored God’s Word and refused to follow in God’s way, to follow their covenant responsibilities of fairness, peace, justice and hospitality.  Jerusalem had been destroyed and the Hebrews had been taken into exile, deported to all parts of the empire to serve the Babylonians.  Israel was an enslaved people ruled by a foreign power.  And now, Second Isaiah is writing at the end of the time of exile, announcing to the people who are still in Babylon that God has forgiven them, that the penalty for their sin has been paid.

But the long period in exile was a very low point in the history of Israel.  After years in Babylon, many of the Hebrew people have begun to believe that they have seen the end of God’s action on their behalf.  War was seen at that time as war between the gods of each of the people involved.  Victory in battle had gone to the Babylonians and their gods.  It is evident from the message of the prophet that these Babylonian gods were proving to be attractive to many of the Hebrew people.  They were tempted to believe that their God had abandoned them or was powerless to act on their behalf.  

The temptation for the exiles was to become resigned to thinking of themselves as merely a part of the general transience of things, believing that nothing could be done to reverse this spiritual and national disaster.  Babylon seems so powerful and the people of Israel so powerless.  How could they fight back?  As the text reminds us, “All flesh is grass…surely the people is grass.”  The temptation to despair and resignation was very strong indeed.   
 

The reactions of the Hebrews seem to have followed two tendencies.  Some found their faith and confidence in their God flagging and began to drift to the gods of Babylon who looked so powerful.  Others clung desperately to the traditions of the past, refusing to adjust them to be appropriate in their new situation of exile, refusing to let the forms grow and adapt.

The temptation to despair is very real for us today as well.  There seem to be so many problems, so many things to think and worry about.  The state of the economy means that there is almost no such thing as a secure job.  As many in this congregation know, once you lose a job, finding a new one is difficult and time consuming.  If you own your home, its loss of value is a real concern on top of worrying about how to pay the mortgage.  If you rent, there is even more to worry about.  Beyond the problem of earning enough to pay the rent, you have to worry about whether the landlord will be able to pay the mortgage on your building.  You could be doing everything you are supposed to do, but if the landlord defaults on the mortgage, you will be evicted and have to find a new place to live and will have to come up with new damage deposits on top of the new rent.  If you are homeless, you will find crowded shelters or no space at all.

The list of problems facing people could go on and on.  Some of us just give up and let life push them around.  Others grasp desperately at elements of what has worked in the past.  Some give up on religion altogether.  They have prayed and gone to church and heard promises that God cares about them, but they see no evidence of that care in their own lives.  Others grab onto old religious traditions that have served well in the past as a defense against an unknown future.  But neither cynicism nor fundamentalism expresses confidence in the God of grace.

We are told very little about the author of Second Isaiah who spoke the Word of God to the people in their despair.  The only hints we get about the author are in verses 6 & 7.  “A voice says ‘Cry!’, and he says in response, “What shall I cry?”  What is there to say?  He shares the discouragement of his people.  He’s just one of them.  He has no clearer insight into the present situation, no special hope, no perpetually strong trust that things are going to get better.  He recognizes that the downfall of Israel is the result of divine wrath.  “The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath of the Lord blows upon it,” and he sees the justice of the sentence upon the people.  In short, there is nothing special about him.  

But God uses him to speak a word from outside himself, a divine word.   “Prepare the way of the Lord,” he said, “make straight in the desert a highway for our God…Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all people shall see it together…(v.5)”  God will return to Jerusalem to be with the restored people of God.

The highway, the way of the Lord through the desert would lead all back to Jerusalem. This is an image taken from a Babylonian tradition of building new roads to allow victorious armies, led by their generals, to return home with the spoils of war, with reward and recompense as the text says.  But God’s reward is not the typical gold and jewelry and animals, but the people of God themselves.  As one scholar puts it, “Driven like a flock before a careful shepherd, and even carried on the arm of battle, are the spoils of war, God’s own children, returned to Mother Zion, under the images of lambs and nursing mothers.” (337)

The word of grace is “comfort, comfort my people.”  God is acting to arouse the people who had become weary in their faith.   The people are being invited to see and hear God clearly once again. There is only one message that will comfort these people, and that is the word they receive: “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid.”   This is another turning point in the history of God’s dealings with Israel.  New life is again based on divine goodness and forgiveness.  God punishes the people through political chaos because of their sinfulness as individuals and as a nation, and they are forgiven as a nation.  Deliverance is the result of God’s action.   It is divine power, not the strength of the people that saves Israel.  But God always asks for the people to act as well.  

Who is our God?  A God who forgives and one who asks us to act in response to grace freely given.  In the text, God calls for three responses as signs of the people’s repentance.   

The first response of the people is that they should prepare the way. The wilderness separates the people from their homeland, and they must prepare a way to travel home.  The word of God re-energizes the people’s commitment to the covenant values that have bound God and people together for generations.  The people will have to act on these commitments.  God’s word reminds them that all other commitments, other values and allegiances are secondary to their covenant with God.  Turning back to this covenantal relationship is preparing the way to go back home.

The second response is to acknowledge that the word of God stands forever.  Everything else passes away.  The divine breath withers the grass and the people are but grass.  The prophet says to the people, “Yes, from our human point of view, things are as bad as they seem to be to those of us who live as captives to the power of other gods.  Left to our own devices, we are hopeless and helpless.”  But their hopelessness is to be comforted by the reality of the Word of God which is not subject to decay.  The people are called to acknowledge that their God, the God of Isaac and Sarah, is the true God.  All of our power is from God and God alone has the power to save.  Who is our God? The God who saves and who empowers us to act.

The third response to the offer of comfort is to herald the good tidings, to shout the good news!  The people are called on to give praise for the future miraculous acts of God.  Remember, they are still in Babylon, in slavery.  For the comfort to be real, the people must accept and proclaim the message that their God is the true God above all other gods.  The test of whether or not the people accept the message is whether they are bold enough to celebrate and share the promise of liberation while still in exile.

This is still our challenge as Christian people, especially in midst of economic crisis, multiple wars abroad and violence at home.  We are called on to proclaim the knowledge that God’s power is present in the world, no matter what the circumstances are.  This is shouting the good news!  This is exactly what those of us who traveled to our partner congregation in Palestine, the Christmas Church in Bethlehem.  They are a community caught in the midst of oppression and violence who could easily find their faith waning like the Hebrews in exile.  But we saw them proclaim a hope that could only be grounded in faith in the God who has been speaking from the foundations of the earth.  Rather than sink into despair and retaliatory violence, the people at the Christmas Church focus on action to improve the lives of all in their community.  This is hope fueled by faith and action that shouts good news!  They follow a God who comes with might and a ruling arm and who also feeds the flock, who stoops to gather the lamb to the divine bosom, who gently leads the young.  Our God is mighty and gentle, majestic and compassionate, strong and tender.  And so followers of this God, both in Bethlehem and in Minneapolis are called to be these things as well.  

And we must remember that God provides the strength to all the people who trust in divine promises.  Those who trust in their own vitality shall fall exhausted.  We can all relate to that.  But those who trust in God will have the strength to complete their journey.  They shall “mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint.” (40:31) 

This is the comfort offered to the people of faith.  What a great promise!  And it is still God’s promise to us, a word of comfort for our time, spoken in our weariness. It is a word we very much need to hear.  For we are a people in exile in a land where there are many false gods competing for influence and for our loyalty.  
These false gods are very tempting because they seem to be so successful.  These competing gods are centers of power within our social structures that claim our loyalties and trust.  They claim to provide true answers and solutions.  They are value systems which try to shape our view of the world.  They are ideologies that claim that what is good for a particular interest is really of ultimate value for the common good.  They are gods of greed and celebrity, of rugged individualism and reliance on violence to get one’s way.  They are gods of racial and gender superiority.

They often seem to have won the battle over Yahweh, and we grow so weary in resisting their call to us.  With the ancient Hebrews, we sometimes wonder if our God is really strong and whether the divine plan still contains help for us in our time.  We need a voice of comfort and renewed strength to mount up with wings like eagles.

But when we are at our best, we follow another God, the God of forgiveness who calls on us to act for others in response to grace given to us.  We are at our best when we partner with others to build Nicollet Square to serve young adults who are homeless or in extended foster care.  Have you driven by 37th and Nicollet lately?  It is an amazing sight to see the building going up so quickly.  But it is what will happen inside the building that is our response to God’s grace.  Services will be provided, lives shaped and nurtured, skills learned for a lifetime.

We are at our best when we help the Downtown Congregations to End Homelessness work with the businesses in the Downtown Council for the Currie Avenue Partnership.  In just three months, 40 long-term homeless adults have moved into permanent supportive housing.  Their time of homelessness averages 8 years, with the longest being 17 years.  This is a shout of gratitude to God who forgives and protects.  This is our God, and we are God’s people.

David Liddle - Pastoral Prayer 

God of comfort, as we wander in the foreign lands of our exiles, whether forced upon us by oppressors, circumstances or self-imposed, we’re grateful that you speak tenderly to us, bringing hope for release and return.  Your word is a beacon that will stand forever, illuminating your goodness.  

In a world weary of strife, pretense and shrill alarms, we thank you that you speak peace to the nations, judging with fairness and leading to a more glorious day.  Your message is an assurance to all that newness is not only possible, but promised. 

Recognizing that we are a people as fragile as the grass, we give you thanks that your word is strong as the mountains and deep as the foundations of the world.  You have spoken that word in Jesus of Nazareth, who became incarnate among us to live with us and die for us.  In him, you give power to the faint and strengthen the powerless; in him, you gently gather us and hold us close.  In him, you comfort our fears and renew our hopes.

In that faith, we offer prayers for those confined by illness, especially Carolyn Hart, Bill Rikkers, Marcia Snow and Betty Bryan.  We pray also for those struggling with cancer, and for those who love them.  Help them sense your healing presence that brings peace of mind.  Give them patience as their bodies draw upon the sources of regeneration necessary for health and vigor.  

We pray for those who despair because of grief, remembering today the family of George Flannery in their loss.  Give to them and all who mourn a vision of your boundless mercy, and make real for them the victory of Christ’s resurrection.  

We pray for people in this city and this world who are victims of the outrageous fortunes common to our human condition like exclusion, exploitation, unemployment and economic uncertainty.  Help them hear good tidings that bring light out of darkness, giving them renewed confidence in your loving care, and give us the will to show your comfort in concrete acts of kindness.

Everlasting God, we yearn for a time when our days are more tranquil.  Bless all who still dwell amid tension here and around the world, especially our new global partner congregation, the Christmas Lutheran Church in Bethlehem.  Ease suspicion that breeds hostility, leading brothers to speak out against brothers and sisters to mourn the death of victims.  Make us impatient with mere words that speak of peace.  Help us to substitute words with actions; give us courage to take the first step in healing divisions and reconciling differences.  

We pray for those whose lives depend on decisions made by others:  fisherman in the gulf region whose livelihoods are trashed by the oily consequences of human selfishness; farmers in developing countries who eke out a living from rocky soil while lining the pockets of unseen corporate interests; wildlife, water and vegetation sacrificed at the altar of personal convenience.  To all of these bring justice and dignity.  Help us who are the church of your Word, Jesus Christ, join with them in their plight and their promise.  Make us more sensitive to the truth that how we live and the choices we make often determines whether others survive.

Finally, we pray for your church, the body of Christ, and especially for our beloved Presbyterian Church as we gather for a family reunion at General Assembly a few days from now.  In the give and take of earnest debate and hard decisions, may your Spirit guide commissioners, staff and volunteers alike.  Amid the flurry of words, help us listen to others and be attentive to your still, small voice.  As we confront controversy, give us patience and a prayerful spirit.  As we give and receive hospitality, may we do so with humility and grace.  As we look to the future, give us new visions borne of our common confession of Jesus Christ, that we may truly do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with you.

Gather up all our prayers, we pray, for your good purposes, and lead us now as we pray together as Jesus taught his disciples saying, Our Father…
“Who Is Our God?”


Isaiah 40:1-11, 28-31
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