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8 Let me hear what God the Lord will speak, for he will speak peace to his people, to his 
faithful, to those who turn to him in their hearts.  9 Surely his salvation is at hand for those 
who fear him, that his glory may dwell in our land.  10 Steadfast love and faithfulness will 
meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each other. 11 Faithfulness will spring up from the 
ground, and righteousness will look down from the sky.  12 The Lord will give what is 
good, and our land will yield its increase.  13 Righteousness will go before him, and will 
make a path for his steps.  (Ps. 85:8-13 NRSV) 
 

 If you were reading along in the book of Isaiah and came to Chapter 40, you would 
know at a glance that something has changed.1  As Chapter 39 draws to a close the 
prophet Isaiah is foretelling the demise of Jerusalem.  Just one verse later we find God 
telling the prophet to announce glad tidings to Israel.   
 There are no “notes to reader,” no “sidebar” telling us there has been a long pause, 
a very long pause, that turns out to be nearly 160 years.2   Fact is that during that time 
many things happened – including Babylonian armies laying waste to Jerusalem, the 
David's royal line being broken, and the temple being destroyed.  The people of Israel 
were scattered far and wide…the brightest and strongest being led in chains to Babylon 
where they spent 50 years as slaves.  It was of this 50-year time of Exile and heavy 
servitude the psalmist wrote, “By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept when we 
remembered Zion (i.e., what they had lost - pride, homeland, the temple)…”3 
 Then one day…a day indistinguishable in its bleakness from the day, year, and 
decade before…something changed.  The prophet we call Isaiah opened his mouth in 
Babylon and spoke what he took to be a word from the God they never expected to hear 
from again.4    
 

1 Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry 
to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the 
Lord's hand double for all her sins.  3 A voice cries out: "In the wilderness prepare the 
way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 4 Every valley shall 
be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become 
level, and the rough places a plain. 5 Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all 
people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken." 6 A voice says, "Cry 
out!" And I said, "What shall I cry?" All people are grass, their constancy is like the flower 
of the field. 7 The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon 
it; surely the people are grass. 8 The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our 
God will stand forever.  9 Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; 
lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up, do not fear; 
say to the cities of Judah, "Here is your God!" 10 See, the Lord God comes with might, and 
his arm rules for him; his reward is with him, and his recompense before him. 11 He will 
feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry them in his 
bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep.  (Is. 40:1-11 NRSV) 
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1 
 “Comfort, comfort ye my people, says your God.” You don’t need me to spell out 
all the ways in which we could use a comforting word about now.  As the shadows 
lengthen…as the threat of a nuclear conflagration seems implausibly plausible…as the 
moral fabric of our nation unravels…as a corporate sense of responsibility for the poor and 
powerless among us fades…as civility seems inconceivably quaint…we long to hear a 
comforting word.  No…that’s not strong enough.  We long to think we dare trust a 
comforting word.   
 Perhaps we can be inspired by the example of our ancestors in the faith.  When 
Isaiah originally spoke these words, the people of Israel didn’t have any empirical 
evidence to afford them the slightest reason they should believe him.  To their way of 
thinking they were slaves in Babylon because they had sinned against God.  On top of 
that, they believed God lived in Jerusalem…that God could not be worshiped in a foreign 
land.5 
 Then the prophet Isaiah announced that God had forgiven them.  Their time of 
servitude was coming to an end.  God was wiping the slate clean.  No impediment stood 
in the way to their salvation.   
 Isaiah’s announcement did not mean they should pull up their tent pegs, bundle 
their belongings, and head toward Jerusalem.  They were not yet free to leave Babylon.  
But Isaiah’s announcement that God had forgiven them and that God was as much with 
them in Babylon as he was in Jerusalem filled them with purpose as they waited for that 
great liberation day. 

2 
 Their time of exile changed them…or at least provided them an opportunity to 
change.  Years earlier their Israelite forebears spent 40 years in the wilderness after leaving 
Egypt and before they entered the Promised Land.  Those 40 years were formative.  Those 
40 years provided them the time necessary to transform them from slaves into God’s 
people.  Those years gave them an opportunity to learn what it means to love God, 
depend upon God, delight in God, and praise God. 
  In like fashion, the 50 years the Israelites were slaves in Babylon were formative 
years.  Those years far from Jerusalem, when they were forced to be a slave people…those 
50 years gave the Israelites room to reflect upon all the ways they had ignored God back in 
Jerusalem…all the ways they had taken God’s grace and favor for granted…all the ways 
they acted as if they were self-sufficient…all the ways they had been so foolish.   
 When, speaking for God, Isaiah said, “Comfort, comfort ye my people,” the 
Israelites could hardly believe their ears.  But because they had spent time reflecting upon 
their sinfulness, they were able to believe they may have a second chance. 

3 
 As I think about all of this, a bunch of questions come to my mind.  First, how did 
Isaiah deliver his announcement?  Did he shout his announcement or was it disclosed in a 
whisper?  Sometimes great announcements are delivered with great fanfare.  And 
sometimes the loudest messages are delivered quietly.6   
 Think of Gandhi's passive resistance against British rule.  Think of common German 
citizens who risked enormous danger by hiding Jews from the Nazi Storm Troopers.  
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Think of Rosa Parks silently refusing to give up her seat on a bus to a white man.  Think of 
the man who silently stood blocking a line of tanks in Beijng after Chinese forces crushed a 
pro-democracy demonstration in Tiananmen Square in 1989.  Think of the many people of 
faith who silently faced screaming, torch-bearing white supremacists and Neo-Nazis in 
Charlottesville this past August.  Think of the religious leaders who were arrested at the 
Senate building last week because their presence was an inconvenience and perhaps an 
unwelcomed goad to the conscience.  Think of Jesus standing before Pilate without saying 
a mumbling word.   
 Sometimes the loudest messages are delivered quietly.  Did Isaiah shout or whisper 
when he said to the people of Israel, "Comfort, comfort ye my people?"   

4 
 The second question that comes to mind about these words from Isaiah is this: what 
made the people of Israel believe these were God's words?  Fifty years is a long time.  
What made them trust it was a message from God?   

Did God place an innate ability within them and each of us that allows us to 
distinguish God's word from other words?  Maybe Isaiah’s message of comfort awakened 
that ability, activating a kind of dormant inclination.7  Perhaps that is how it worked:  The 
words Isaiah spoke, in a loud voice or a whisper, awakened new life in those Israelites by 
pointing them back to the source of life…back toward God.   
 And maybe something else was at work, too.  Maybe those Israelites heard enough 
about the ways of God from parents and grandparents, aunts and uncles, that when they 
heard Isaiah’s words they knew this was exactly the sort of thing God might say…the sort 
of thing they had been waiting for God to say.   
 The stories we tell our children and our children’s children matter.  Our young 
learn from us how to discern the sort of things God might say…what it looks like to detect 
truth, speak truth, and embody truth…what it looks like to take baptismal vows 
seriously…what it looks like for the church to be the church.   
 Whatever was at work…Israel heard God's voice when Isaiah said, "Comfort ye my 
people."  

5 
 The third question raised for me by Isaiah’s message has to do with understanding 
what the comfort was about.  In my experience comfort is tailor-made to fit a particular 
situation.  If my children cried out in the night, Deb or I went to their beds and held them 
as a way to let them know it was only a bad dream.  We were near and would stay with 
them until they fell back to sleep.  They knew they needed the comfort Deb or I could 
provide. 
 Often in my ministry I sit with people who are in the midst of some difficulty.  
Rarely can I comfort them by saying it is only a bad dream.  And so the comfort I can give 
is my unhurried presence.  But then that is often what they need. 
 For what was Isaiah's message of God's comfort tailor-made?  It was made to 
address emptiness, hopelessness, forgetfulness, and drought.   
 Belden Lane (author, pastor, and professor) writes about desert places.  He says the 
desert's landscape is defined by the memory of rain, etched into the land at every turn.  He 
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says remembrance of flowing water lingers in the shadow of every rock.  This is how the 
desert knows water…achingly, desperately.8   
 It is the same with human hearts, isn't it?  The heart's landscape is defined by its 
memory of God's breath.  Day after day we act as though it is not God's breath that 
sustains us.  But our hearts remember…achingly, desperately. 
 According to the text, God said to the prophet, “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem…” The 
Hebrew literally reads, “Speak to her heart”…which is the language of wooing, of 
engagement, of the tenderness and grace of gentle human love.9   
 I can see how that message was tailor-made to stir the hearts of those Jews in exile 
and ignite a type of hope they thought was impossible.   

6 
 And the fourth question God’s comforting word raises for me has to do with us – 
with whether you and I can identify with God's gift of comfort. 

Isaiah's audience had tough lives.  Slavery was all they had known for over 50 
years.  People had been born, lived, and died under slavery.  Day in and day out…cruel 
servitude.  Their lives had no inherent value.   

You and I may have had hard times here and there.  We may have known our share 
of sorrow.  We may be inconvenienced or even fairly hard-hit by a fickle economy.  But 
few of us have missed many meals.  Nor have we been slaves.  Healthcare may be 
expensive but we go to the doctor or the dentist when we need to.  Our homes are warm.  
We have cars at the ready in our driveways, cell phones in our pockets, and 180 channels 
on our television sets.  When we walk the streets of Lexington, not a single one of us 
worries about being shot.  Life is pretty easy.   
 Are we too comfortable to realize how much we need God's comfort?  Have we 
managed to make our lives so safe, so trouble-free, that it rarely occurs to us that we need 
God? 
 Douglas Abrams is a writer who has collaborated with Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
for more than a decade.  In a recent book, Abrams records conversations between Tutu 
and the Dalai Lama.  Something the Dalai Lama said made Abrams remember seeing the 
lines of people who had waited for hours and hours to vote in the first democratic election 
in South Africa in 1994.  The lines snaked on for miles.  Abrams remembered wondering at 
the time how long the sense of joy and gratitude would last in South Africa.  Would voters 
in South Africa soon become more like voters in the United States?  And he wondered if 
there was any way the American public could recapture just how precious the privilege to 
vote really is!10   
 I have to admit that these questions trouble me.  In more ways than I care to realize 
Isaiah's announcement of God's comfort doesn't strike me as being as astounding as it 
should.  Over and over again I may say to myself that I really am storing up treasures in 
heaven rather than treasures on earth, but I'm not fooling anyone.  I'm certainly not fooling 
God.11 
   In my head and heart I know I cannot live without God's comfort.  I know I would 
die without God's breath and constant care and abiding love.  But…but…day in and day 
out it seems I do my best to manage my world in such a way that I have everything I could 
possibly want.  What need do I have of God or God's comfort!? 
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What about you?  When you are naked of all pretense…when you are honest with 
God and yourself…what need do you have of God or God's comfort in a world where you 
already have all you could ever need?12 

Patient God, when we live as if we have no need of you, help us to be embarrassed. 
Awaken in us that which enables us to thrill at your offer of comfort.  Loving God, awaken 
in us that which has been aching for your Word made flesh…our comfort and joy.  Amen. 
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