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 I suppose if you made a timeline of human history and put it on a wall, then took a dart 

and closed your eyes and threw it, anywhere it landed would be a time when the people needed 

to hear those words of comfort from Isaiah. We live in a hostile, unforgiving world and we 

always have. The Israelites gave expression to the difficulties we face in some unique ways, but 

the hardships themselves are not unique to them or to their time and place. We know how it feels 

when it seems like there is no escape from calamity and disappointment. We know how much a 

word of comfort is needed. 

 

 As I’ve thought about this sermon it strikes me that I talk a lot about the Israelites 

experience of exile in Babylon. Part of the reason for that is some of the most important 

prophetic writings occurred in that time: most of Isaiah, Jeremiah anticipated it, and all of 

Ezekiel comes from that period. So, it’s hard to ignore it if you want to understand what the 

prophets were talking about. But I also bring it up a lot because it’s so central to Jewish identity. 

The exile in Babylon was the most important formative experience of ancient Israel. It became 

the lens through which they understood their entire history. And that means the exile was the 

lens through which Jesus understood his life as well. If we want to understand what Jesus and the 

gospels are talking about, we need to know about the exile.  

 

 Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann points out in his commentary on Isaiah that 

there’s a long pause between chapters 39 and 40. During that time Israel languished in exile in 

Babylon. They had no hope, no expectation of ever seeing their homeland again. And they came 

to understand their condition not as the result of random forces in the universe, but the result of 

their own failure to live in covenant with God. They did not do justice or love kindness; they 

allowed their wealthy and powerful to dominate and misuse the poor and the weak.  And their 

society collapsed because of it. They squandered their heritage and forfeited their future and had 

no one to blame but themselves.  

 

 That’s a hard place to be. Lately we’ve become the victims of our choices right here in 

our own country. For the last nine months we’ve lived beneath the cloud of the pandemic. And 

during that time, we’ve learned what we need to do to prevent its spread. But as time has worn 

on and there hasn’t seemed to be any relief in sight, we’ve become tired and resentful of those 

measures. We’ve insisted on having businesses run as normal and have been willing to allow 

some of the most vulnerable people around us to work and expose themselves to infection 

without offering adequate compensation if they stay home instead. It’s estimated that by April of 

next year we may have lost nearly half a million people to Covid. And we have no one to blame 

but ourselves.  

 



 We are in exile. We need a word of comfort. “Comfort, O comfort my people, says your 

God. 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.” Oh, how I hope it’s 

true. I hope it’s true that we will find comfort from this anguish. And eventually there will be a 

vaccine; we know it’s on the way. But that doesn’t mean we’re free from what brought us to this 

point. Isaiah wasn’t only announcing that the people would be allowed to return home. 

Something more was needed if they truly wanted to escape their exile.  

 

 In addiction recovery circles, there’s a condition known as being a “dry drunk.” A dry 

drunk is someone who has quit drinking but is still stuck in the same patterns of thinking that 

warps and distorts their relationships. They continue to harbor resentment and suspicion toward 

people who are close to them or want to be close to them. They push people away and sabotage 

their relationships, so they continue in their self-imposed exile. They keep re-creating the 

conditions that perpetuated their addiction, even though they’re no longer using. It’s incredibly 

sad and frustrating to watch and deeply painful to go through. 

 

 If there is no inner transformation, no fundamental shift in thinking and perception, then 

words of comfort are meaningless; they have no effect at all. We’ll get a vaccine and maybe 

bring this pandemic to an end, but if there’s no fundamental change in how we value one another 

and how we measure human life against economic security, then how long will it be before we’re 

right back here again? Back into exile and grief?  

 

 It’s not enough just to have words of comfort spoken; we have to be prepared to hear 

them. “In the wilderness [the wilderness of our exile] prepare the way of the Lord, make straight 

in the desert [the desert of our selfishness and resentment] a highway for our God.” You see, we 

have work to do before we can experience God’s comfort in our lives and in our society. And 

that’s the good news from the wilderness. The good news is we are not just passive spectators to 

God’s drama. We have a role to play and if we don’t, then nothing God does will matter.  

 

 Why do you think John the Baptist is calling people out to the desert; why have them 

enter the river? He’s offering them a chance to get back to their roots and cross the Jordan, as 

their ancestors did when they first entered the Promised Land, to cross back into relationship 

with God so they would be ready to receive God’s Chosen One when he arrives. Unless they do 

that work, unless they repent—which doesn’t mean grovel and beg forgiveness, but simply 

change the direction of their lives—unless they do that, then Jesus’ arrival will mean nothing. 

 

 This time of exile we’re going through, this period of hardship and grief, can be 

something we just shrug off once it’s over. We get through it and then go back to our lives just as 

they were, completely unchanged. Or it can be a time of real reflection and inner transformation. 

We can use this time to find ways to commit ourselves anew to be agents of real change in the 

world. There is good news for us from the wilderness. We can make a change. We can build a 

more just and compassionate society. We can prepare a way for God to move among us. But it 

can’t happen without our willingness to become participants, partners with God in this work of 



redemption. As Archbishop Desmond Tutu once said, “Without God we cannot; without us, God 

will not.”  

  

So, be comforted in this exile we share. Be comforted in the knowledge that you are 

God’s instrument for change in the world. You are being called to prepare a way for God to be 

heard and seen. You are God’s good news to a world longing to be healed. 

 

Amen 


