COME HOME

Isaiah 40:3-8
WHAT THE EXILES ARE SAYING

Musical scores can really emphasize a message. We are listening to Isaiah 40 and Handel’s Messiah this month. Last week we heard Jerry McKnight sing the first words of Isaiah 40; “Comfort ye my people,” which float from the sky like a leaf from a tree, or a feather from an angel’s wing, or a word of grace from our God. Then he continued with the message of verses 3-4: "The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, 'Prepare ye the way of the Lord. Make straight in the desert a highway for our God.'"
The music quickened with new excitement and certainty, and Jerry sang, "Every valley shall be exalted, every mountain and hill made low, the crooked straight and the rough places plain." Last month in our small group study of Handel’s Messiah, I distributed copies of music for this solo and asked those present to connect the dots of the notes. When the valleys are exalted, the notes go up; and when the hills and mountains are made low, the notes go down. When crooked and rough places are mentioned, the notes are even and straight and plain.  I am learning that the musical score communicates and even enhances the message of the words. This month we are reading and singing Isaiah 40 because these are not just to be read also sung.


But who is singing and who is listening?  This hymn of Isaiah 40 was first sung around 540 BCE--over 500 years before the birth of Jesus. In 587 BCE Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonian army had absolutely destroyed Jerusalem and taken most of the rest of the citizens across the Saudi Arabian desert to Babylon--600 miles away from home. As the psalmist tells us, after 47 years 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?" they asked (Psalm 137:4).
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 in 540 BCE. This preacher is singing in the tradition of his namesake, Isaiah of Jerusalem, who preached two hundred years earlier. We call him “Second Isaiah” because 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. 


The command of Isaiah 40:1-11 is a call to cry, which means to preach a word from the Lord. But we read in vv. 6-7 that even the prophet himself does not believe that God will make any difference in their lives. A voice of the heavenly council of God says, "Preach!” The prophet responds, "What shall I preach?" And then I believe that the quotation marks that in most Bibles end there should be extended to include all the rest of verses 6 and 7. The prophet's response to God is “What shall I preach? After all, humans are like the grass, here today and gone tomorrow.”  In other words, the prophet asks, as the people of Israel in exile are asking, “What's the use? What difference will it make to believe in God again? My situation is hopeless!” 


Have you ever said these words? Have you ever thought or said, "What's the use! My situation is hopeless!"? I have. When I am driving to a hospital room, or a home, or a funeral setting, or a volatile situation of conflict, and I wonder, "What can I offer? What word of hope can I bring?"


The prophet speaks in vv. 6-7 for those defeated, hopeless persons who no longer believe in the possibility of any new beginning. He speaks to those who have lost their song and believe that power comes through the military and not by religious faith. Perhaps the Babylonians are right, for empires last a lot longer than individual persons. Just like the grass in your front lawn, our lives come and go on the scene of history. So what is the use?

WHAT OUR GOD IS SAYING


Thankfully, our song does not end with the prophet’s protest of verses 6-7. A voice responds in verse 8. The first part of verse 8 agrees with the objection—“Yes, the grass withers, the flower fades.” In other words, from the human point of view there is nothing more to be done. From a human point of view it is hopeless! In verse 8b though, the sheer hopelessness of the situation is confronted with the important word “but”: but the word of our God will stand forever. All is hopeless but for the reality of the word of God. The word spoken by God stands, persists, abides. 

And what will this word of God do? Verses 3-5 tell us that God plans to prepare a 600 mile superhighway through the wilderness of Saudi Arabia. And on that highway prepared by God’s angels the people of Israel will come home. They are coming home! That’s what Jerry McKnight sang about last week: "Every valley shall be exalted, every mountain and hill made low, the crooked straight and the rough places plain."

The prophet's song counters the songs of Babylon’s culture, values and religion. They had seen in Babylon the triumphal highways prepared and made level for the triumphal entry of the king. They had witnessed the grand parades during religious festivals for the Babylon god Marduk. For the exiled Israelites in Babylon, these imposing highways were symbols of Babylon's might that had brought about Jerusalem's own destruction.

We have grand highways today. On November 10th a group of us visited a downtown ministry in hopes of linking up with them. On our way back home we couldn’t go through a stoplight because police cars were blocking the intersection. Not Santa Claus, but President-elect Barack Obama, was coming to town and the streets were closed for his motorcade. Ben and I called Jerry Duane and Hank Dunn in the other car to give them some guidance on how to get out of town. “We’re stuck in downtown DC, Jerry. Where are you?” “We’re in Vienna!” Jerry said. I guessed they didn’t need our navigational advice!

The Lord is preparing a highway for us. It’s like the new road to our Lost River Retreat Center in West Virginia. We used to wind up and down mountains but now, thanks to the federal budget’s gifts to West Virginia, we can ride on Highway 55 over the tops of the mountains. You’ve seen how highways are prepared for smooth and fast access for presidents and other dignitaries and those on the way to Lost River. 

Friends, we are hopeless because we have forgotten the power of the word of our God which will stand forever.  We trust in our own power, our own resourcefulness,  our own ability to resolve conflict. We think we have to build the highway ourselves. We have been snookered into believing that all is like grass, and that it does not matter anyway, that we might as well just accept things the way they are.


And the prophet sings "Every valley shall be exalted, every mountain and hill made low, the crooked straight and the rough places plain." In the wilderness our Lord is preparing a highway for us. On this highway, which we did not survey or pave, we can come home again. Oh, the power of this spoken word. We can come home again and the Lord will prepare the way! What is stopping us from hoping in the power of the word of God for our lives today?

A number of years ago several clergy from the Sarasota, Florida, area were invited to visit the Ringling Brothers Circus at its winter quarters in Venice. Some of you have probably visited there. Coming in through the performers' entrance, they passed by the elephant area and someone noticed that the ropes around the elephants' feet were not tied to anything. “Do you realize that the ropes are not secure?” a concerned pastor asked. "Oh," the handler said, "don't worry. We never tie them up. We just tie a rope around their leg and drop it, and they think they’re tied up." How many of us imagine ourselves tied up in hopelessness, when in truth the ropes are in our head and heart, not on our hands and feet? 1 


Listen as the choir uses the music to communicate what God is saying to us today. Listen for the slow but sure power of the music which builds into the strong and steady promise from the Lord. 
Ev’ry valley shall be exalted, and every mountain made low;

and the crooked made straight, and the rough places plain.

And the glory of the LORD shall be revealed,

and all flesh shall see it together,

for the mouth of the LORD hath spoken it.” 


Let’s throw off our imagined ropes and bindings and believe that what the Lord says is true: “You can come home again!”

1 J. Walter Cross, Bradenton, Florida; in Leonard Sweet, Homiletics, Oct-Dec., 1993, page 42
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