
GOD ON THE WAY
Isaiah 40:1-11 David B. Keller
Mark 1:1-8 December 6, 2020
TEXT: Isaiah 40:10, 11 “See, the Lord God comes with might and his arm rules for him . . . He
will feed his flock like a shepherd.” 
PURPOSE: To urge us to live consistent with the assurance that God really is coming both in
might and in mercy, both as victorious warrior and as caring shepherd. 
______________________________________________________________________________

The story of God’s people in the sixth century before Jesus was born is our
story now.  What has been happening to us in this time of pandemic happened to
them.  They had a different enemy – a empire, Babylon, rather than a virus.  But
their ways of understanding what was happening to them resonates with how
we’ve tried to make sense of what’s been happening to us.  More importantly, how
they understood God’s involvement in their crisis sheds important light on how we
might discern God’s involvement in our crisis.  Let me walk us through their
experience.  See if you agree with the similarities I see to our situation.  

God’s people knew that Babylon was a threat long before Babylon invaded
Judea.  But most of them were pretty sure that Babylon wouldn’t overtake them. 
They believed that God wouldn’t let that happen to God’s chosen people and to
Jerusalem, God’s home on earth.  The prophets who disagreed with the idea that
God would protect them no matter what were ignored at best and imprisoned at
worst.  Even after Babylon did take over Judea, the people still believed that God
would protect them. 

Lots of us, myself included, were thinking that the virus wouldn’t be a big
deal in the United States.  We might not have been assuming God’s special care
for America, but we figured that our public health resources were more than
sufficient to keep it from having a substantial impact in this country. So when it
did attack us, and we realized how unprepared we were, it not only made lots of
people sick; it also knocked the wind out of our thinking of ourselves as somehow
more protected than other countries.  

A decade after the first invasion, the Israelites tried to throw off the yoke of
Babylon.  That ended badly: Babylon’s armies destroyed Jerusalem and the
temple.  Using pandemic language, the second ‘surge’ was far worse than the first. 
The second surge of infections of COVID-19, like Babylon’s second attack, turned
out to be worse than the first, for no reason other than we tired of all the
precautions and relaxed our vigilance.   
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Babylon’s second invasion ended with lots of Israel’s leaders exiled to
Babylon.  At first, they thought that their exile would be brief.  When the prophet
Jeremiah wrote them a letter encouraging them to “build houses and live in them,
plant gardens and eat what they produce,” the leaders scoffed at him.   (Jeremiah
29:5)  Did we not at first think we’d be offering in person worship by Easter?  And
then, by Memorial day?  Like the exiles in Babylon, we have resisted accepting
the way we’re living now as a ‘new normal’ that we have to get used to.  The
exiles’ ‘new normal’ lasted for a generation.  I suspect we all are hoping ours
doesn’t come even close to lasting that long.  

One more similarity: the upper classes of Israel who were exiled in Babylon
actually had it pretty good.  They were living in the heart of the empire, and
benefitting from its resources.  The people who were left behind had a totally
different experience.  Those folk generally were poor peasants.  Sure, they were
still at home, but home was ravaged by war, and they had no resources for
rebuilding.  In our pandemic, we’ve seen how people of color and people who are
poor are affected far more than the population as a whole.  

During the forty years of exile, a malignant theology ran through both the
community in exile and the folks back home.   Many Israelites suspected that God
had given up on Israel, or that God had been beaten by the gods of Babylon.  The
reality was that in the years before the Babylonians came, the people had
abandoned God.  They had certainly given God lip service.  They certainly had
kept up the rituals of religion.  But they had become casual in their practice of
faith.  They had ignored God’s insistence on being just and merciful.  And they
dabbled in the worship of other gods.  

The truth is now as it was then: God has no interest in casual relationships. 
God has no interest in religious rituals which do not produce changed lives.  God
is interested only in our singlehearted devotion, made visible by sincerity of
worship, for sure, but also, by the kind of society we create.  

I admit that it is very tricky to rightly perceive how God is involved in the
pandemic.  Where is God in this massive loss of life, in this global upending of
nearly every aspect of human life, in the political chaos and the conflicts around
how to take care of each other?  Maybe God has given up on the human race. 
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Maybe God’s might is no match for this virus, even though God created it.  Maybe
God is using the virus as a wake up call, an attempt to slow us down and diminish
our desire for more and better things.  Who knows?  I don’t.  And I think it’s
spiritually arrogant for anyone to think they know what God is up to. 

Today’s word of prophecy from Isaiah was first announced after all that –
decades after the destruction of Jerusalem, a considerable amount time after the
exiles had settled into the homes they had built for themselves in Babylon.  Now,
the prophet told the people, God wanted God’s people to hear a word of comfort, a
tender word announcing that the punishment of the exile was about to conclude. 
Before the exiles in Babylon or the ragged remnant in Judea had a shred of
evidence that their fortunes were about to change, the prophet announced change
definitely on its way.  And the change was that God was on the way.  “Make a way
for God to come through the wilderness, build a highway for God to come through
the desert. And Jerusalem, you battered remains of a city, you are to be the one
who proclaims to the other cities of Judah that God is coming!”  

What might it be like for us, who are settled into living pandemically, to
hear that God is on the way to us, and that we’ve got to be getting ready for God to
show up?  Might we say, I can barely muster the energy to be getting ready for a
virus infected Christmas to even think about what’s involved in getting ready for
God to come?  Might we say, I’m too deep into dealing with the consequences of
this pandemic to imagine what it would be like for God to get involved?  We
might, and if we did, our response to this great good news would be remarkably
similar to Israel’s response to that news 26 centuries ago.  It was hard for them to
believe it, and harder for them to respond to it.  I suspect that would also be true
for us.  

But God’s coming has never been contingent on our believing that God is
coming.  God comes on God’s own timetable.  God comes when God knows the
time is right for God to come. And, God comes the way God knows is best for
God’s people.  The prophet recognized God coming as a warrior and as a
shepherd.  The warrior routs Israel’s enemies.  The shepherd cares for God’s
people.  We need God to come in both of those ways.  We need God to rout not
only this insidious virus; we need God to get the mighty off their thrones.  And we
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also need God to take care of us.  

Let’s face it: this virus has really beat us up.  This long season of social
distancing and forced isolation and ridiculous amounts of time staring at a screen 
has messed up our minds and broken our hearts.  So we need God to gather us as a
shepherd gathers sheep, to hold us in holy arms as a shepherd holds a lamb.  We
need God to be as tender as God is mighty.  

I offer these comparisons between us in the time of pandemic and Israel in
the time of exile for two reasons which are very important for the shaping of our
faith.  First, the Bible is not only stories of God relating to God’s people long ago. 
Those old stories are also about us, and reading them with that in mind is how
scripture nourishes faith.  Second, it is not that we interpret scripture; it is that
scripture interprets us.  Scripture tells us the truth about us.  

Which leads me to a piece of the ancient story that is not yet able to be
correlated to our story.  That piece is this: For God’s people in the sixth century
before Jesus was born, there was no getting back to the way things had been.  The
prophet announced that God was doing a new thing, (Isaiah 43:18-19) and that
God’s new thing meant new ways to be God’s people.  The synagogue was
invented in the exile.  The scribes in exile began compiling the books which
eventually became the Hebrew scriptures, what we call the Old Testament.  The
temple eventually was rebuilt, and worship using sacrifices started up again, but
Israel’s relationship with God was also supported by a book and by places for
learning in the people’s communities.  The exilic period forever changed the way
God’s people related to God.  

Our story is far from settled.  Whether we find our way into God’s new
thing remains unknown.  It is natural to be longing for “things to get back to
normal.”  But that is not going to be what happens.  The adjustments we made
during the aggressive time for the pandemic will inform the ways we live, and
learn, and work, and connect with each other.  They certainly will shape the ways
we form and sustain communities of faith for a long time.  

This is the spirit of the season of Advent.  Advent is the season of expecting
the unexpected.  Advent is the season of expecting God to come in God’s own
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way– as a warrior if need be, as a shepherd if need be, as a baby born in a stable if
need be.  Advent is the season designed to move us to welcome the new thing that
God is doing, and to align ourselves to God’s new thing, however that newness
might present itself.  It may seem like God is not here right now.  But here’s how it
works with God’s people: we get to live as if God is with us, as if God is taking
care of business, before we have any evidence that God is actually on the way. 
And the way we live, fully devoted to God, serious about our worship and about
our service, proclaims the good news of God’s coming to a distressed and weary
world.  


