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Handle’s Messiah continues to be one of my favorite choral works.   The arrangement of those first two Tenor selections based upon Isaiah 40, “Comfort Ye” and “Every Valley”, inspire both comfort and hope.  “What is this business of grass withering and flowers fading at the breath of the Lord?”, I used to wonder.  It was only after getting into biblical studies
 that I came to the awareness that to this point in Isaiah the breath of Lord has produced anything but hope.  The Lord God is seriously put out by the rampant social injustice among God’s chosen people; the cries of the oppressed necessitated some Divine action.  We hear, for example, in Isaiah 22 the “The Lord of hosts has revealed himself in my ears:  Surely this iniquity will not be forgiven you until you die, says the Lord God of hosts” (v.14).   If you have ever taken the time to slog through Isaiah chapters 1-39 you will find it is bleak reading.   In these first 39 chapters, God’s word has usually meant doom and gloom.
Most biblical commentators believe the book of Isaiah to have been written in three different time blocks in Israel’s history, spanning some 100 years.  Part one, chapters 1-39 (1st Isaiah it is called), is understood to be written prior to the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE.  Section two, chapters 40-55 (2nd Isaiah it is called), is thought to be written some 80 years later, and is a word for God’s people in exile.   If the word of the Lord stands forever, as the prophet has been led to believe and states in 40:8, the fate of the exiles is set and it is not a good fate.  The prophets of the Isaiah school had only experienced the word of God as righteous indignation.  They had lived with those words for several generations.  How does one recognize God’s voice of comfort, let alone trust that word, when unrelenting judgement and de-construction have been the primary experience of God?  The difficulty of accepting a word of hope while yet in exile should not be underestimated.
Too many people in this world live as exiles.  Yes we know of the millions of internally displaced within Columbia as well as the ever flowing stream of humanity out of North Africa and the Middle East.  There are also the smaller exiles we sometimes face:  exile from family who no longer accept us, exile from gainful employment, exile to meaningless work for the payment of bills, exile from a spiritual center we thought was secure, exile from a loving relationship.  Most of us know the jaded cynicism which can calcify in the wake of exile.  At the conclusion of this sermon I will offer a word to those who feel exiled, and also a word to those walking with the exiled.  Before leaving Isaiah 40, though, it is important to note the approach God takes with those in exile.
2nd Isaiah is replete with allusions to an “anointed one” (anointed one literally translated is messiah) and a “suffering servant”.   This servant ministers to the sceptical exiles through compassion (suffering with) and identification.   This is the one who passes through waters with us, who walks through fire with us (Is 43:2-3).  This anointed one of God, this messiah, gives his back and cheek for us (Is 50:4-6).  This is the one who has “born our infirmities and carried our diseases” (Is 53-5).  In reading these Isaiah texts and considering the life of Jesus, the early church claimed Jesus as the anointed one, the messiah.   He is the servant who joins all who are exiled in their suffering.  He identifies with us.  As the early Christian hymn in Philippians 2 goes, “who though he was in the form of God did not count equality with God as something to exploit, but emptied himself taking the form of a servant”.   Second Isaiah is an Old Testament version of incarnation--  God coming to be among us, to dwell with us.  It is maybe for this reason that all four gospels reference Isaiah 40:3 at the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry in their respective accounts.
   
By the time we get to the New Testament God’s people are no longer in exile.   They have a different problem, and it is called Rome.  In the same way that Isaiah 40 calls out to a people in exile, the text of Mark paralleling that proclamation calls out to a people under occupation.   The “anointed one”, the Messiah, comes for those under occupation as well as those suffering exile.

 If we are unable to identify with the concept of exile, I will bet dollars to dimes that we know a little something about occupation.  I do not really want to know, at this very instant, how many of the congregation are checking a text message or thinking about checking a text message—our phones, our e-mail, our need to be needed occupies us.  We are under occupation from the unrelenting purveyors of consumerism who have grown bold in this holiday season.  They offer good news that this product or that present will make all the difference in our lives.  Relationships will improve if we give this or that gift.  We will be popular if we subscribe to this or that service.  Our work, and even our volunteering, occupy our days in such a way that there is hardly space for communion with God or learning at the feet of Jesus.  We are an occupied people.
Our biblical passages for today suggest one possible response to situations of exile and occupation.  It is a journey into the wilderness.  And here I must take issue with most English translations of Isaiah 40:3 cited in our Gospels.  The New Testament quotation of Isaiah 40:3 is near verbatim, so we would assume that they would translate it like it appears in Isaiah, right?  But that is not what they do.  “Well, maybe the Isaiah passage could be translated differently”, a person might suggest.  Isaiah 40:3 is translated the way it is out of consideration for the poetry within the passage.
  Does it matter whether it is a voice crying out in the wilderness “prepare the way of the Lord”, or a voice crying out: “in the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord”?   There is a subtle, and maybe important, difference, and let me share why I think so.

We often talk about our “wilderness” experiences.  When we say this we are referring to times of loneliness, or times of testing, or times of feeling without direction.  Facing persecution, Elijah heads to the wilderness (1st Kngs 19:4).  For his vision quest following baptism, Jesus heads to the wilderness (Mk 1:12).  For detoxification from slavery, the children of Israel amble through the wilderness for 40 years.  It is in these times of relying upon God for protection / nourishment / direction / companionship that the saving power of God is often most clearly experienced.

If feeling exiled from something important, make your way to the wilderness and prepare for the way of God to be seen.  If feeling occupied, make your way to the wilderness where distractions are minimized, that the highway for the Lord might be made known.  And what does one do there in the wilderness?  One practices mindfulness of God’s presence that God will be recognized when the Divine appears.  One learns to entrust God Almighty with the burdens that weigh upon us and the losses we have experienced.  One slowly cultivates an attitude of hope.  We allow our minds to be renewed (Rm 12:2), to have the same mind as Christ (Phil 2:5), to choose to be surprised by hope.

Surely there are a few here today of who do not feel particularly exiled or occupied at this time of their lives.  Good for them and good for us.  These texts ask something of us who fall into that camp.   Like the anointed one, the messiah, of 2nd Isaiah and like the Messiah of the New Testament we also do well to head out into the wilderness.  Our brothers and sisters need us.  We are not the Messiah, we are not saviours, but hopefully our identity as the body of Christ can mediate something of God’s presence.  People walking through fire or deep waters often benefit from the presence of another.  This need not be complicated.  It is a matter of being with someone who feels exiled or someone trying to deal with the occupying forces of life.  Sitting together with a cup of tea can do the trick.  Walking together along the river can be a gift.  Companionship in the wilderness can make all the difference.  Not only that, but we may even learn or relearn a thing or two about our God while we await the making of a new way.
I am greatly encouraged that the God of Isaiah 40 is not too put off by the cynicism of the prophet who laments the breath of God which in days past has caused grass to wither and flowers to fade.  In response to such scepticism God just continues to offer images of encouragement and a divine presence in the form of an “anointed one”.  I am greatly encouraged that the Jesus of the New Testament came to dwell among us, and comes out to the wilderness to be with us, to feed us, to show us a way to life.   These are good things to remember in this season in which we celebrate the visitation of God in the person of Jesus.  In the midst of our exiles and occupations may we have the spiritual sense to head out into the wilderness.  And while there may we be graced with eyes and ears to perceive the Holy One among us.  Amen.
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