RETURNING HOME        

Isaiah 40:1-11        9:00           12-11-11
WILDERNESS   "desert of the heart"

"In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the 



desert a highway for our God"

 (spoken to a people in exile in Babylon)

-   in ancient Israel, wilderness/desert =  barren, lost, dry, deadly, 




fearsome, mysterious, temptation, abandonment

Everyone spends some time in the desert/wilderness!

St. John of the Cross & Teresa of Avila – “dark night of the soul”
Powell's toys given away

sickness/cancer/death

YET!  It is  IN THE MIDST of the wilderness that God has the audacity to say:                        "Comfort, comfort  my people"

Like "fear not" spoken by the angel to Mary; these words "serve to shatter and disorient those who perceive the future as empty, barren, or hopeless."   










(Walter Brueggemann)

For, in ancient Israel, the desert/wilderness was ALSO a place of:

*sacred instruction (Jesus' temptation)

*constitution of community (we are often drawn together in tough times)

*meeting God face to face (burning bush & Mt.Sinai)

So we, too, find hope and comfort in this word of God thru Isaiah
Where is the hope?

1) God's word of comfort is spoken in the context of a committed 
                relationship

- God's promises may be unfulfilled, but they are true

- God's ways may be unclear to us, but they are certain

- like a good marriage, it is esp. through the difficult times that God 





stays with us, believes in us, loves us

- "Hope is not the naive expectation that all will go SMOOTHLY, that desolation will remain a stranger.  It is a conviction that God will always be with us in whatever happens." (Patricia Livingston)

2)  Our hope is given to us in the midst of a very realistic present!

God acknowledges our frailty, our failure, our sin

God is the ultimate realist!  “ …while we were yet sinners …”
3)  "Make straight a highway for our God"

the terrain from Babylon to Jerusalem contained valleys and hills, 



uneven places, rough desert   -  no easy journey!

BUT...  though the people longed to return home, this image was of God coming to them WHERE THEY WERE, in the wilderness of life!

4) Our hope is in God who is ETERNAL 
"grass withers, flower fades, but word of the Lord stands forever"

WE ARE A RESURRECTION PEOPLE!  Our God has faced all that the world and sin and death can muster ... and He holds the victory!    












That's hope! 

And God calls us still ... in the wilderness ... from the wilderness!

Fred Craddock remembers a little girl from one of his early pastorates in Tennessee.  Her parents sent her to church, never came with her.  They would pull into the church's circular drive, the little girl would hop out, and they would drive off for Sunday breakfast.  The father was an executive for a big chemical company, upwardly mobile, ambitious.

The whole town knew of their Saturday night parties ... parties given not for entertainment, but for who they might impress and favor and use.  They were very careful about who they invited.  Everyone knew also about the wild, unsavory things that went on at those parties.

But every Sunday, there was the little girl.

One Sunday Fred says he looked out over the congregation and thought, "There she is with a couple of adult friends!"  Later, he realized it was Mom and Dad.  At the end of the service, they came down to the altar to pray and to see about joining the church.

"What prompted this?"  Fred asked.


"Do you know about our parties?"                "Yes"

"Well, we had one last night.  It got a bit loud and a little rough, there was a lot of drinking.  It woke up our daughter.  She came down and stood on the steps looking at everything.  She saw all the eating and drinking and said, 'Oh, let me say the blessing!  God is great, God is good, let us thank Him for our food.  Good night, everybody!'   And she went back upstairs."

People laughed kind of nervous-like.  Then they began to say, "My, look at the time! We really must be going."  Within two minutes the room was empty.  Mom and Dad silently picked up crumpled napkins, half-eaten sandwiches, spilled peanuts, and empty glasses.  In the kitchen, they looked each other in the eye and asked, "Where do we think we are going?  What in God's name are we doing?"

God had come out for them in the midst of the wilderness.

Have you been out there searching or waiting or wondering?

Have you been letting some old wound, some unkind word, some silly slight keep you out in the barren wilderness?

God has come out for you.  Can you hear Him calling?

