







December 11, 2016








Isaiah 35:1-10

Over 50 years ago now—way back in 1963--there was a song that rose to the top of the pop charts--one recorded by a group called The Essex--happened to be members of the U. S. Marine Corps—fellow cadets who discovered they shared a love of music—catchy, sappy, bubblegum music…  Their career turned out to be a “One Hit Wonder”--wasn’t long before they faded into obscurity.  Still, those of us old enough to remember 1963, remember this one, don’t we?  
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  (Play clip of tune)  
(So now that I’ve pretty much ruined all the great music of our morning, well, oops!)   


But I’ve been thinking, lately--thinking about things “easier said than done.”  “Not gonna eat so much food this holiday season.”  Right.  Easier said than done.  “Gonna curb my spending this time around.”  Easier said than done.  “Going to watch less television—not worry so much about the Viking’s playoff chances—tell my boss that some things need to change around here—spend more quality time with my kids—stretch my back out before I pick up that shovel…”  Oh yeah, so much “easier said than done…”  Or take something really hard—like I’m gonna get control of my crazy schedule, or reconcile that broken relationship, or make amends with somebody I’ve hurt…Way easier said than done!     

Well, centuries before the birth of Jesus—back when the prophet Isaiah wrote to the people of Judah—back when he told them not to be afraid so much--he was telling them to do something—something a whole lot easier-said-than-done.  I mean, here was a nation—small, in over their heads. vulnerable--future looking grim--their hands weak, their knees feeble, their hearts fearful; things bleak…  In fact, history tells us the words we read a moment ago were written not long after the Israelites had been exiled—captured and sent into slavery by the Babylonians--began a dark, dark chapter in the life of God’s people--one that was to last some 70 years.  
Exile means people have been cut off--cut off from their homeland—cut off from everything familiar—cut off from so much of what they love…  And if we read the entire Book of Isaiah, we learn that here were people whose experience of the past failed to inform and impact their future—that was their deal--because rather than remembering who God was—rather than remembering what he’d done for them--remembering what he was calling them to—why, they turned away from God--turned away and then expected their superficial religious ways to protect them.  But that did not protect them.  Their rebellion had consequences.  You see, God had not moved; the people had moved.  God did not forsake; they forsook; God did not stray; they strayed; God did not ignore the people; the people ignored God.  And heartache followed--heartache and disillusionment…  That’s exile.
One of my favorite teachers, Dr. Barbara Brown Taylor, once put it this way: (that) The big disillusionment for the chosen people was that God wasn’t where they thought he was.  They thought God was supposed to be with them when they prayed—when they fasted—when they studied scripture.  They thought nothing pleased God more than to find them on their knees--dressed in sackcloth--covered with ashes—being all penitent--but they were wrong.  God was not in their prayer closets with them.  God was out in the streets--warming his hands over a burning trash can—hanging with a bunch of drifters--delivering bags of groceries down at the projects--handing out blankets to people sleeping in the bushes.  God was not parked in their sanctuaries, waiting for one of them to stop by for a little chat—no, God was in the ER at the hospital, in the waiting room at the labor pool, in the lobby at the police station--and not just to comfort those stuck there but also to stir them up—to remind them of their birthright, their inherent nobility--to remind them that they were the long-lost sons and daughters of heavenly royalty.
You see, the big disillusionment for the chosen people was that they could not serve God without serving their neighbors.  Their relationship to God was not separable from their relationship to other people, especially to the most marginalized and forsaken of those neighbors.  They were hoping they could somehow keep their faith a private matter—just between them and God--but that turned out to be an illusion.

Well, amen to that—because ours is a God who wants to break down our illusions—because our illusions exile us, is what they do—they cut us off from what we most love.  And God wants to deliver us from that—wants to bring us back home again.  According to Isaiah, he’s building a highway to do just that—a road where not even fools can go astray, he says…

Now, there’s a word that shows up, here--a word that’s all over the place in the verses we read a moment ago--the word joy.  It’s in verse one, it’s twice in verse two, it’s in verse six, twice in verse ten—it’s everywhere!  God intends for us joy—which is pretty much the antidote to fear...  See, I don’t know if you’ve ever noticed, but it’s hard to love when you’re afraid.  Nothing’s funny when you’re afraid—you can’t care with passion about anything when you’re afraid.  In fact, it’s virtually impossible to be joyful when you’re afraid.  But when Isaiah tells us not to be afraid, he gives us a reason--a reason we can overcome our fear.  It’s because God is here, and we’re not alone (v.4).  It’s like that time my son Sam was growing up—middle school—bully picking on him.  He’d broken his leg playing basketball, Sam had (came down on it wrong after a 360° dunk, as I recall (), so he was on crutches.  And one day at school, this mean kid decided to kick Sam’s crutch out from under him—wanted to make his life even more miserable than it was…  Well, word got around the school about that incident and one of Sam’s friends—Mike--the kid who would grow up to become a state wrestling champion--a kid who could not be bullied—why, when school let out, Mike showed up—stood waiting by the bus--arms folded across his chest--and proceeded to tell that mean boy that to mess with Sam Healy was to mess with him.  So guess what?  End of story, that’s what.  And according to Isaiah, one day it will be like that--God will show up, and things that are wrong, things that make us fearful, will be made right…  
 5-7Blind eyes will be opened, 
   deaf ears unstopped,
Lame men and women will leap like deer, 
   the voiceless break into song.
Springs of water will burst out in the wilderness, 
   streams flow in the desert.

 8-10There will be a highway 
   called the Holy Road.
Nobody rude or rebellious 
   permitted on that road…
   impossible to get lost on that road. 
   Not even fools can get lost on it.
No lions on that road, 
   no dangerous wild animals—
Nothing and no one dangerous or threatening. 
   For only the redeemed will walk on it.
The people God has ransomed-- 
   they’ll come back on this road--back home again…
Singing as they make their way home, 
   halos of joy encircling their heads,
Welcomed home with gifts of joy and gladness 
   and all sorrows go scurrying into the night.  (Oh, yeah!)
See, the followers of Jesus believe that in the birth of Jesus something cosmic has happened.  Everything’s different now.  Things easier-said-than-done can be done… 
A couple years ago, I got a chance to do something pastors don’t get to do too often—got to worship at a friend of mine’s church on Christmas Day—wasn’t preaching that day, for some reason…  My friend Craig was the pastor, and he told this remarkable story in his sermon that Christmas morning--one I’ve not forgotten—the story of a man who, thirty years prior, had discovered that the disease of alcoholism had taken complete control of his life--a disease that led to an unspeakably awful day—the day he chose to abandon his wife and precious little girl to embark on a life that would find him sleeping under freeway overpasses--in ditches--in homeless shelters—anyplace he could lay down his sorry, intoxicated head…  His daughter--over those 30 years--grew to be an adult—became the parent of a daughter of her own--and always recalled her fondest memory of her father--of back when she was little and he taught her how to make socks.  That was his thing, and there was this distinctive pattern to the socks he made—something about the stitching that made them unique—and so, as his daughter grew up, she kept making socks herself, just as her daddy had taught her…
Well, now it’s in her adult life—and she began visiting shelters at Christmastime—made it her thing to deliver socks she’d made to the residents in those places--people for whom winter is long, and hard, and cold...  There was always this hope in her that she might stumble across the man she’d never stopped loving, but that hope had grown more and more distant as the years went by.  What kept being important, though, was that here was something she could do, something she could give—something that sustained her in the exile she felt…

Well, December came one year—she’s at a shelter with her daughter doing what they always did that time of year--was in the kitchen serving soup, while her daughter went around passing out the socks.  And then the moment came.  Her daughter came upon this older man, in his 60s (though looked to be in his 80s, given the life he’d led).  And when she leaned over to help him into his new socks, something registered in him--something about the pattern.  He said, “You know, this is strange, but I used to make socks like this.”  And all at once the daughter--now suddenly a granddaughter—knew…  She knew.  And so she ran to get her mom--that the tearful reunion might begin--that the exile might be over with--that what had been so long-lost might now be found.  And my friend--in telling that incomprehensible, true story--then said, “We do not know what good things will fill our stockings at Christmas, now do we?”  Go tell it on the mountain.               
A wise and very honest preacher—one whose writings have so blessed me--Frederick Buechner—now 90 years old--was talking about joy one time—and said that joy is home—that God created us in joy and for joy—and that, in the long run, all the darkness in the world can’t keep us from that joy—because when God created us in God’s very own image—it means that even when we can’t believe in him, even when we feel the most spiritually bankrupt, even when we feel deserted by him, God’s mark is deep inside us.  It’s because we have God’s joy in our blood.
  And how thankful I am that my God did not settle for an “easier said than done” love for me--that God did love for me—that God made joy possible for me…  
� Barbara Brown Taylor, Gospel Medicine, pp. 68-69.


� From The Longing for Home, page 128.
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