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This next one is from the greatest hits album of the bible. You know, it’s Advent, time bust

out the crowd pleasers.

You know you have a hit on your hands when everyone knows the words even though they

don’t really know how. Isaiah 40 is a hit. This scripture is quoted in every single gospel, and

you hardly ever get Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John to all agree on anything. They are

words that we know well, that we sing often, and yet, are sometimes strange to us.

In my old band days, the highest complement you could pay a song was to “cover it”, to

do your own, slightly altered in your style version of the song. These days, maybe it would

kind of be a mashup… you’d add it to the mix of whatever else you might be listening to.

That’s almost exactly how this scripture gets used in the rest of the bible. Isaiah words come

to new meanings as they’re lifted into the world of the New Testament. For some may

remember some of these words from relatively new lips… from the family of John the

Baptist. But! Try to listen… this time just to the original.

Sermon
See, the problem is, you don’t always know who a scripture is to, who its for, who it might

be talking to… Sometimes it’s hard to unravel that especially through the years of kind of

mashing up that happens, layers and implications piling up on each other through the

thousands of years

I started this week, thinking this scripture wasn’t about or to me. And, well, Isaiah might

agree. Two things…

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=284450968


1. Grading on the curve of the world and its history, I am, to be frank, pretty near being one

of the most comfortable people that has ever been. I don’t say that as some sort of fancy

man or anything, pretty much all of us are. All of us just happen to be alive in a time when

infant mortality is down, and antibiotics exist and work, and you know science and

technology and we have vacations, vacations! Some of you may be retired. There were

whole generations of humans who didn’t have a word for that. We are, as a whole, living

much better than we used to, and if you happen to be sitting here in this church, in the

state of Maine, in the United States of America there are a whole bunch of other things that

are extraordinarily in your favor, and if you’re not here in this church you’re listening to me

talk on the internet which means you have all the preconditions to being able to download

a series of 1’s and zero’s until they make me talk thousands of miles from here and at any

time you choose which is quite frankly insane in the larger scope of the world. So, yeah,

comfortable.

2. The command to offer comfort to God’s people is fabulously vague in who it is to. It

doesn’t seem to be to Isaiah the prophet, who appears in a short vignette right before this

passage. It doesn’t seem to be a human at all. Offering prophetic hope to the people of

Israel in exile, it’s way bigger than one person. We’ve almost always read it through the lens

of our New Testament, in which John the baptist foretells Christ’s coming in Jesus and so,

much more literally makes way for the Lord. But that’s not Isaiah’s intention, so just for a

second, since it’s Advent and Jesus hasn’t gotten here yet in the story let’s try and keep this

as big and broad as the prophet told it. Most scholarly writing,when it has to assign who’s

supposed to be comforting people, says… “the courts of heaven.”

But just for a second, really listen to what follows. Valleys are lifted up. Mountains made

low. The intention is for all of creation to reshape itself for the swift and joyful return of

Israel from exile. In the Sci Fi version of this movie, you get to use one of my favorite movie

words: terra-forming.

This passage cries out for comfort for God’s people and immediately begins to invoke

a new character in the story: the entirety of the creation.



In this prophetic reading, and in so much of the story that we read of Christ’s coming in

Advent, there really is a silent character: creation.

Think about it. Whole stories will hinge on a star. Here, and in other prophetic writings of

Isaiah, mountains and valleys respond to the call of God and make new paths. Trees clap

their hands. Hills sing. This passage stands in a rich tradition of scripture that insists that the

environment around us is a big deal, because God has big plans for it in the fulfillment of all

creation, so you mess with Earth at your peril. This is the opposite of any theology that says

we don’t need bodies or whole species of animals, or clean water or air. This is Revelation

kind of theology that says that heaven is coming to us, not the other way around.

God has cried out for comfort… and calls the earth to respond… so we Advent people look

to the earth for our cues. We follow stars, we trace our lives in the topography of the Earth.

There is good news here:

If you are in a valley of dark… there is light and the promise of more light.

If you are in a valley of cold… there is warmth and the promise of more warmth.

If you are in a valley of injustice… I don’t know if I can tell there is justice… but here seems

to be the promise of justice.

If you’ve been watching the news this week, you’ll have seen that there are so many of us in

this country that are feeling themselves deeply, deeply, in a valley of injustice.

There are so many who can affirm what the prophet says, that we are like grass, and all too

easily blow away.

In the wake of a number of grand jury decisions related to violence between police officers

and black men and boys, most of our cities have been in unrest. More than any one detail

of any of these cases, what has been clear to me through these cases, the protests in

response, and the response to the protests and that are locked in the simple question of If

we are a people who inherently trust or inherently fear each other.

Communities of color have been on the march this week. Their allies have been on the



march this week. Religious communities are on the march this week. A week with an officer

videotaped choking a black man to death not brought to trial. A week with a black child

shot by an officer who had been fired from another department for poor fire arm discipline

and decision making skills. They are living in a world in which the police charged with

protecting them are instead viewed as outside, as a threat. Regardless of our thoughts

about specific policies or realities of these cases, we must admit that a police force that

does not engender trust from their community cannot be effective.

The only thing I can tell you to try and convince you that we have far to go in our walk

towards better harmony with each other is that these protesters are having to fight simply

to have their voices heard. It’s not even that many people disagree with them: they are

failing to concede that the protesters’ own lived experiences are valid.

There are so many who can affirm that they can notice many living on the mountaintops. I

know I can all too easily live there. It is hard to talk about these things… maybe hard in a

church in Maine where we can sometimes feel removed from the center of racial

conversations. And yet we have to. I have some other things going for me other than living

in the time that I do. I happen to be a white man. Owning what that has meant as a positive

for my life, means also owning the negatives that are there for communities of color. That

are in their experiences of mistrust, fear, or anger when engaged by our justice system,

police, prison systems.

There is a promise that those mountains come down very easily. So I need to engage this.

Our New Testament read on this text has linked it with a human, John the Baptizer,

which may miss the point… it calls to creation, which isn’t one of us, it’s all of us

thanks to this Advent story of earth and heaven being pulled together.

We tell the story of Love Coming Down on Christmas. The Holy Spirit rests with us all.

Makes Holy each of us.

So, of course, I’m wrong. This passage is both about and to me. And it is about and to you.



This passage is for us. Both to hear as comfort and as challenge. Isaiah asserts for once and

for all that everything testifies to God’s compassion for Israel and her people… to read the

signs of that compassion you need simply only need to be in this world and look.

In this story, Mountains matter. Valleys matter. Stars matter.

Because we are part of creation, we are matter, we matter. Sheep and shepherds matter.

Each of our lives matter. The experiences, the anger, the fear, the chants of the crowd

matter. Black lives matter.

And so we must listen.

Creation calls out in echo of God’s word for us today through these crowds in our streets,

seeking comfort. So we are Advent people. We watch. We listen. We strive to learn and see

how God is reaching out to us this day through voices, through the bodies of our fellow

citizens. We know that Heaven and Nature Sing. But they don’t just sing songs of joy. They

sing songs of lament, of pain, of sorrow… and you cannot tune those out. You have to hear

them, too.

To comfort, we must tune our hearts to the grace God has placed in each of us and all of

us. Learn from each other, seek justice for each other. Seek to be of the same creator and

creation and listen rather than to run from the testimony of our communities of color.

I don’t know if someone made straight the way of the Lord, but I know that a march made it

from Ferguson, MO to Jefferson City on foot this week. I know that there is a march

gathering in Monument Square in Portland today at 2pm. I know that I am far too ignorant

of the realities of communities of color in America. But I also know that I’m not serving you

if I don’t ask questions with you and seek answers with you, and try and walk and grow with

you… so. If you have questions on your heart about this share them with me please… the

bulletin will tell you where to find me.

For now, we look to the stars, listen to the voices in the streets…we wait for God’s story to



still unfold… in us, through us, for us… to us. So let Heaven and Nature sing… Amen.


