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There is so much to miss in this seemingly unending year of COVID. I miss being together. I 
miss the joy and the encouragement of gathering in person every Sunday for worship. I miss the 
excitement and anticipation of this season of Advent. I especially miss the music and it makes me 
incredibly sad to think that we will not be together singing Silent Night or Joy to the World this year. 
One of you wrote me recently and shared that you’d been listening to Andrea Bocelli and that was 
wonderful. I’ve been listening to some of the music of this season and sometimes that music makes 
me cry—but the tears are tears of joy all mixed in with the sadness.  

In my quarantine this week, I made of point of listening to Handel’s Messiah. When we were in 
Philadelphia, the church there had a Messiah sing on the first Sunday of Advent in the afternoon. 
Anyone could attend. We had soloists and the rest of us sat in sections in the congregation—the basses 
here, the altos there. Our music director led us all in what was often a choir of more than a hundred 
people. There was one blind woman, who was an alto, who sat up front with her guide dog and she 
sang all the chorus parts of the Messiah by heart. That music has a special power in this season. The 
opening words come from our Scripture in Isaiah today: The tenor soloist stands and sings: “Comfort 
ye my people” and manages to hold on to the word “comfort” so that it is bigger, longer, fuller, 
stronger. “Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God.”  

Those words are powerful words for us today. They were spoken to a people in exile. They were 
living hundreds of miles away from Jerusalem, away from the Promised Land. They had grown up 
worshipping in the Temple. That’s where they encountered God’s presence. That’s where they had 
sung their songs and prayed their prayers. That’s where their parents and grandparents had grown up 
and now they could not gather in that special place. Some of them felt that away from the Temple, 
away from the holy city, away from the land of Israel, communicating with God just wasn’t the same. 
“How do we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?” And to them the voice of God proclaims: 
“Comfort, O comfort my people.” God is not simply in the Temple; God is in the exile. God is not 
only in the holy city; God is in the wilderness. Here where people suffer, here where children are 
hungry, here where people and families sometimes get broken, and loved ones get sick, and the faith 
sometimes goes stale, here where human lives too often are considered with little account and we 
continue as a society to value lives of people of color as less than others, here in our exile God 
proclaims comfort: Comfort you my people.     

Isaiah begins with comfort and then proclaims: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, 
make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 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.” In the 
wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord.” John the Baptist, his work was in the wilderness. That’s where 
he proclaimed these words from Isaiah. The wilderness is where God’s highway begins. God is present 
here, in the place of exile, in the place where we feel cut off, in the place where the world is not as it 
should be. God is not simply back there in the time when everything seemed right, when we could 
gather together and sing together and even hug each other and eat Jenn’s cake, and share sandwiches 
from Capriotti’s and Casapulla’s; God isn’t just back there. God is here where we are now. In our fear, 
in our anger, in our hurting, in our confusion, in our cries for justice, in our longing for return, God 
is coming to meet us here where we are. God in fact is coming and right here in the wilderness where 
we are living. 
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Of course, we face some obstacles. There are mountains before us and some of us don’t think 
we have the energy or ability to get over those mountains. They seem bigger than any we have climbed 
before. How on earth do we get the vaccine to the people who need it most? How do we really 
dismantle racism? How do we care for the poor and the poor in spirit? How do we get back together? 
These are large mountains to get over, yet God proclaims that those mountains will be brought low. 
The road back to God, the road that begins right here in the wilderness we know right now, that road 
will be smooth and straight and level. God has not left us all alone in this wilderness. God has come 
out to find us right where we are. 

Roger Gench, a colleague and friend, writes about God coming close in an anxious moment 
on one of his hiking vacations. “My wife and I took an out-of-the-way hike in the backwoods of 
British Columbia in the Mount Robson Provincial Park; we even had trouble finding the trailhead. 
But after finding something resembling a trail of sorts, we hiked for four hours through dense woods 
and up a fairly sizable mountain. However, on our way back down the mountain, we came to a spot 
where the trail suddenly came to a dead end. We backtracked a bit and found another trail that seemed 
to be heading in the right direction and followed it downhill for a while, but it also dead-ended. For 
almost an hour we searched in vain for the trail. Ominously, the thickets all around us were teeming 
with wild berries — and bears love wild berries! We were lost and feeling vulnerable, even a little bit 
frantic. But then something caught our attention: the footprint of a hiking boot, deeply imprinted in 
a shallow marsh that was about 20 yards long. When my wife saw the imprint, she climbed to the top 
of a rocky area to see what was on the other side of the marsh and spotted the path that would lead 
us back to the trailhead. And the interesting thing about that footprint in the mud is that it was pointing 
in our direction — as if it was headed toward us! Here is what may sound like a crazy idea, but it is 
the gospel truth: The God of the universe cares enough about a fearful, angry and wandering people 
to search the breadth and depth of creation, to uncover every stone until each and every one of us is 
found! In the incarnation, God takes on a human footprint and meets us in the thickets – the 
predicaments – of our lives.”1 

Roger goes on to point out the truly remarkable part of this passage from Isaiah, we will encounter 
this God who is searching for us together. The glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all people shall 
see it together. It’s not just for a select few, every single one of us, the old and the young, the oppressed 
and the oppressor, the poor and the rich, the strong and the weak, the broken and the whole, all of us 
will see God’s glory together. 

So, as Gench says, “hear the good news of Advent, in whatever predicament you find yourself – 
in a ditch, obstructed or buried under insurmountable obstacles, or meandering without a clear sense 
of direction – God in Christ is headed our way to join us in those places. Valleys will be lifted up, 
mountains and hills made low, uneven ground leveled and rough places made plain, as the God of 
Advent prepares to lead us home.”2   

Right here in the wilderness, God is building a new highway. It is a road for the likes of us and as 
we walk that road, God comforts us, gathering the lambs in her arms, carrying them in his bosom, 
feeding the flock like a shepherd.  
 
Let us pray: In our hurting and fear filled world O God, open our eyes to see your glory together. 
Remind us that even right now, you are on the way, searching for each one of us in the wilderness. In 
the name of Jesus we pray.  Amen. 

 
1 Roger Gench, Looking Into the Lectionary, The Presbyterian Outlook, 2nd Sunday of Advent. November 30, 2020. 
2 Ibid. 


