
COMFORT MY PEOPLE
Isaiah 40:1-2
A SONG TO SING

First comes the overture with the strings playing a quiet, stately pulse. Suddenly, the orchestra stops and a pure, clear tenor (like Jerry McKnight) sings notes which float down from high above. Three simple notes descend like a leaf in the wind, or, perhaps, like the grace of God: Comfort ye. The pulse begins again and the voice rises higher and stronger: Comfort ye my people. Then with strength and assurance: Saith your God, saith your God. Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem, and cry unto her that her warfare, her warfare is accomplished, that her iniquity is pardoned.


Isaiah 40 doesn't read as well as it sings, does it? You know what I'm talking about. You buy tickets for the concert at the Kennedy Center or you go to the sing-along at a local church or (as I have been doing this week) you place a compact disk of Handel's Messiah in the player or listen to the playlist on your Ipod. I can’t read these words in Isaiah 40 without hearing them sung. 

As a matter of fact, you will notice in your Bible that Isaiah 40 is not prose like I would write. The words are on the page as poetry or as a hymn; so, during Advent 2008 we will be hearing these words of Isaiah 40 sung as well as read.

But who is singing and who is listening?  This hymn was first sung around 540 BCE--over 500 years before the birth of Jesus. Jerusalem had been destroyed in 587 BCE, about 47 years earlier. To them, 587 had the same power as 9-11 to us. It was the end of their world. Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonian army had marched into Jerusalem, torn down every building until no two stones remained on top of one another, burned the city to the ground, killed thousands of persons, and taken most of the rest of the citizens across the Saudi Arabian desert to Babylon--600 miles away from home. There they had been held as hostages for 47 years.

And after 47 years of homesickness and defeat and questions about the power of a God who would allow the evil Babylonians to conquer them, the people quit singing songs. Psalm 137 comes from this time:

By the rivers of Babylon--there we sat down 


and there we wept when we remembered Zion.


On the willows there we hung up our harps.


For there our captors asked us for songs,


and our tormentors asked for mirth,


saying, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”

How could we sing the LORD's song in a foreign land? (137:1-4)


They had hung up their harps and guitars and flutes on the poplar trees there in Babylon and quit singing the songs of home. Home was across a barren, dangerous desert. "How could we sing the LORD's song in a foreign land?"

In that day the Lord called for a messenger to sing a new song in that foreign land. Chapters 40-55 of the book of Isaiah are the songs of a messenger there in Babylon. This preacher is singing in the tradition of his namesake, Isaiah of Jerusalem, who preached two hundred years earlier. He wants to speak of the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. He is preaching and singing to people who are a long way from home and think they have no song to sing. 

And they don’t think they have a song because they haven’t heard anything from their God in a long time. God is silent. There is no word from the Lord. Do you know what that is like? Do you know what it’s like to pray your heart out and feel like your words are bouncing off the ceiling? Do you know what it’s like to scream and cry and plead with God and not hear anything at all? Do you know about the silence of God?


And do you know what’s it’s like to feel that God is angry with you? They have lost their worship room, their land, their nation and their home. Why? Jeremiah and the prophets before him told them that the Lord was upset that the people were not keeping their part of the covenant and that they were not living like the children of God.  Their question is our question: Is God silent because God is angry with us?
A SONG OF COMFORT

The first word, the first word to those battered and bruised who are living in the Babylonian culture, the first word to those battered and bruised from Christmas shopping, the first word to those battered and bruised who have struggled to come to a worship service this morning is a song: “Comfort, O comfort you my people,” says your God. 

In grammatical terms, this phrase is a plural imperative, which means that God is telling a group of somebodies to offer some comfort to God's people. Who are these somebodies? In this song the Lord is calling to angels around the throne. As you know, the word “angel” means “messenger.” The prophet who first sang this song in 540 BCE hears this command to the angels and believes he, too, is to be a messenger with the angels’ song.  I think in 2008 the Lord is speaking to us and wants us to sing this word from the Lord as well. And the word from the Lord is this: “Comfort, O comfort you my people,” says your God.  

I learned long ago that the role of a preacher is to comfort the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable. During Advent one of the ongoing topics among clergy is what we say to those who come to worship around Christmas. Some church members say to us, "I don't understand it. All you ever sing at church is Joy to the World and Christ the Lord is Risen Today." That pretty much explains how often they come each year, doesn't it? One pastor told me that his standard blessing each Christmas Eve Service is "See you again at Easter!" I guess that is afflicting the comfortable. 

Why do they come only occasionally to worship at Vienna Baptist Church? I think that they realize at this time of the year they want to hear a word of comfort. These battered and bruised stragglers and strugglers want to hear a song of hope. On this first Sunday of Advent, 2008, I believe our task is to comfort the afflicted. 

I have told you before of something said during my interview with the pastoral search team from the church in Raleigh fifteen years ago. One member asked me, “What do you think about sin?”

“I’m against it!” I shouted.


“That’s fine,” he said. “I want to know if you preach on sin and guilt.”


And then I became very serious. “I do believe we are sinful and guilty, but I don’t think I need to remind those who come on Sunday morning about that. They already come with a bucket-load of guilt and I want to preach about what they can do with their guilt.”


What do we, Vienna Baptist Church, say to those battered and bruised by the war with culture, to those who are realizing that what you buy or what you own gives no peace and no real joy? What do we say to those who struggle to come to a worship service a few Sundays before Christmas or only on Christmas Eve itself? What do we say to those who don't know much about God, can't pray a prayer worth a flip and give only a few dollars in the offering plate? 


I hope that this Advent, 2008, these battered and bruised stragglers and strugglers will hear us sing with this prophet through soloists and choir. Be still and listen, listen to what the Lord calls on all of God’s messengers to sing. It’s a song that falls from on high like a leaf from a tree, like a feather from an angel’s wing, like the grace of God: “Comfort, O comfort you my people,” says your God. I think these words sing better than they read. Do you agree? Listen! Listen for the song of angels. 
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