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Now that December has arrived, it’s time to begin directing our full attention to the spectacle that is Christmas.  On Friday, Rose and I made our annual trek out to Mould’s Christmas tree farm in Fairbank to cut down a Fraser fir, and yesterday, we strung the lights and decorated it along with the rest of the house.  It’s one of the rituals I look forward to MOST as we start to get into the spirit of the season.  But another way I prepare for it is by pulling out my well-worn cassettes of Handel's Messiah and then filling the house with its majestic strains.  I like to get comfortable in my easy chair, close my eyes, and then allow the sound to gradually envelope me.  Following the overture, the tenor begins singing ever so softly and slowly: 
Comfort ye, comfort ye My people, saith your God; speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem; and cry unto her, that her warfare is accomplished, that her iniquity is pardoned.  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 begins to build with greater intensity and excitement as the tenor now sings:
 	Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill made low, the crooked straight and the rough places plain.  
And then in a great crescendo, the chorus erupts with: 
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.
	Hearing that opening movement with those reassuring words from Isaiah 40, "Comfort ye, comfort ye My people, saith your God" does more to calm my soul and put me in the spirit of Christmas than any visit from SANTA ever could.  To begin with, these weren't the words of the prophet but of GOD telling Isaiah the message he must bring to Israel.  And God didn't just say it once but he REPEATED it so that Isaiah would know in no uncertain terms what his Word to his people was‑ "Comfort them.  Offer them COMFORT, Isaiah!"
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If ever a people NEEDED comfort, it was certainly Israel who felt lost, forlorn, and far from God.  They'd spent the last 70 years in exile in Babylon while Jerusalem, their Holy City, was destroyed so that no two stones stood on top of one another.  A whole new generation of Jews had grown up never knowing their homeland.  As Ezekiel had pictured them, they were now a valley of dead bones.  Their fathers and forefathers had been extremely wicked, and for their sins, God had punished them by making them slaves once again in a strange land.  They had to wonder if God had forgotten them or perhaps had abandoned them for good.
But once AGAIN, God showed them mercy.  His compassion towards his people never flagged nor waned.  So he instructed Isaiah to regenerate their faith and revive their hope with his word of promise.  What we have here in these lines is God's vision of hope for his people.  Chapters 40 through 66 of Isaiah constitute what is commonly called the "Book of Consolation" and the first eleven verses, our Old Testament lesson, serve as its prologue.  But God's promise of comfort is not merely to SOOTHE them‑ God wasn’t agreeing to kiss their wounds and make them feel better.  The Hebrew word for "comfort" means "to make strong; to invigorate; to make alive again"‑ this is what God is pledging to do here, to turn that valley of dry bones into a valley teeming with life and abundance once again.
In the first two verses of our text, the prophet is told to announce that Israel's period of harsh discipline is over and God has forgiven them:
"Comfort, comfort my people," says your God.
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended,
     that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has received from the Lord's hand 
     double for all her sins.
Israel's sin which had caused her to be taken into exile in the FIRST place had become a barrier between God and Israel but now God extends pardon to them.  They have been forgiven.  If the Jews are to ever be revived, their FIRST need is to be restored back in relation to him, back to the source of their life which is in God.
In vv. 3-5, we read those familiar words which were later used to describe the ministry of John the Baptist:
A voice cries:
"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.
And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,
     and all flesh shall see it together,
     for the mouth of the Lord has spoken."


The straightening and leveling out of highways referred back to the day when Eastern monarchs traveled through their kingdoms in slow, crudely built chariots.  Because there were no paved roads in sixth-century B.C. as we have today, workers were sent out to level the hills and build up the ditches and fill in the holes so that the royal chariot might get to its destination as smoothly and as quickly as possible.  In LIKE manner, the exiles were to begin preparing their hearts to receive their God whose desire is to be with his people as fast as he can that he might LOVE them and HEAL them.
With vv. 6-8, the prophet writes:
A voice says, "Cry!"
     And I said, "What shall I cry?"
"All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is like the flower of the field.
The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath of the Lord blows upon it;
     Surely the people is grass.  
The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand for ever."
God commands Isaiah to declare that as it is his breath that CREATES human life, so can his breath EXTINGUISH it.  However, where everything in creation must eventually succumb to dissolution and death, by CONTRAST, the Word of God endures FOREVER.  It ALONE is constant and reliable and steadfast and true because it is not MAN's word but the Word of the living and faithful and eternal God TO human beings. 
In vv. 9-10, Israel is commanded to return to Mt. Zion, the city of Jerusalem, and climb on top its highest hill so that when she proclaims the good news, her voice will carry still FURTHER. 
Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings;
    lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings,
     lift if up, fear not; say to the cities of Judah, "Behold your God!"
Behold, the Lord God comes with might, and his arm rules for him;
     behold, his reward is with him, and his recompense before him.
Israel is not to be timid but to SHOUT her message at the top of her voice- "BEHOLD your God!"  Then those tired and poor villagers will know a joy they have not known for a generation.  They will learn that, despite all appearances to the contrary, their covenant with God is alive and that he still cares for them as the Father of his people.
	Finally, with v. 11, we are told that God will lead his exiles home as the shepherd leads forth his sheep:
He will feed his flock like a shepherd,
     he will gather the lambs in his arms,
he will carry them in his bosom,
     and gently lead those that are with young.	
If Jehovah is a God of power before whom no person can stand, he is also a god of compassion who exercises a special love and tenderness for his people.  The good news Isaiah brings is that God is coming to them as a shepherd seeking his lost sheep.  He will feed them, gather them up in his everlasting arms, carry them in his bosom, gently lead those that are with young, and then bring them all safely home again.  For too long, Israel had been a sheep without a shepherd, but with this promise, sheep and shepherd are once again united.
Isaiah's ministry to bring comfort to his people is precisely what real ministry is all about.  As one seminary instructor used to remind his students, "When you are uncertain on what subject to preach, as you will often be, you cannot be wrong in following the line indicated by the prophet's cry, 'Comfort ye my people, saith your God.'  Therefore, speak comfortably."  Is not the gospel PRIMARILY a message of comfort?  As every minister learns in preaching class, the first task of the preacher is to "comfort the afflicted" as much as it is to "afflict the comfortable."
However, we mustn’t confuse the comfort promised by God with simple "peace of mind." Go to any Barnes & Noble bookstore and the fastest growing division will be the "self-help" section with its aisles of "peace of mind" literature.  In 1946, an entire industry rose up almost over-night when an eminent rabbi named Joshua Loth Liebman wrote Peace of Mind.  Three years later, Catholic Archbishop Fulton J. Sheen published his book Peace of Soul and this was soon followed by The Power of Positive Thinking written by a Protestant minister named Norman Vincent Peale- all bestsellers which STILL command strong sales after all these years.  In the 1960's, Robert Schuller made "possibility thinking" a national catchphrase and people have been turning their "scars into stars" ever since.  Some years ago, there was an advertisement in the literary supplement of the Sunday New York Times which proclaimed in bold, black type, "NOW YOU CAN HAVE PEACE OF MIND IN TEN MINUTES!"  This merger of religion and popular psychology has often led to a distortion of the TRUE Christian message.  People are drawn to it seeking a comfort and serenity which they hope will be real and lasting when in fact there ARE no short cuts or quick fixes to life's complex problems.  Though practical and sometimes helpful, the idea that we can "think" our way to fulfillment by the application of a few mental techniques is just WISHFUL thinking.  

What, after all, DO the "peace of mind" proponents have to offer in the face of such intractable problems as war and poverty, hunger and disease- issues RARELY addressed in their sermons, lectures, or books.  We currently find ourselves involved in two major wars in the Middle East, one in Iraq in which we’re uncertain if Muslim extremists are going to return once our forces are gone in a year or so, and the other in Afghanistan- now the longest war in U.S. history and one which nobody can seem to tell us if we're WINNING or not.  Iran is threatening to manufacture nuclear weapons and in retaliation, factions both here in America and in Israel are demanding that we initiate a first-strike attack to prevent that from ever occurring- and we’re just talking about the MIDDLE EAST!  Famine and war in the Sudan have combined to create the greatest humanitarian crisis in the world, displacing millions of men, women, and children, while right here in our OWN country, we have an economy that remains in trouble, record deficits on the books, skyrocketing health care costs, and a lack of real jobs which one can support a family with.  And then when we come one step closer and take an honest look at OURSELVES, we can’t help but see the rampant fear and loneliness, depression and despair—both IN us and all AROUND us- evidence of an emotional and spiritual crisis which all the booze and pills and self-help books can never come CLOSE to relieving. 
Well GOD’S prescription for his people, for all their hopelessness and despair, lay here in Isaiah 40, in his promise that not only would they return to their homeland, but that he--as their God--would return to THEM and establish his covenant with THEM again.  What makes our scripture lesson--Isaiah 40:1‑11--an ADVENT text is that God did INDEED come.  Yes, God delivered his people from the hands of the Babylonians and restored them to his homeland.  But even MORE, God came personally to our world in the form of Jesus Christ to offer us an even GREATER deliverance- to free his people from GREATER shackles and burdens than those imposed by any foreign oppressors.  In that infant, God took upon himself the form and substance of his creation‑ the Creator becoming ONE with the creature.  At that moment in history God came among us in the person of his Son that he might save us from our sin and reconcile us to himself.  He came in order to deliver us from the crushing load of guilt, and the paralyzing force of fear, and the hopelessness and despair that has marked our age and robbed us of our joy.  God came in order to show us how much he loves us and wants to fill our own hearts with that same love; he entered our life so that he might permeate it and fill it with his personal presence.  
Because of that child in the manger, we know with confidence that we are NOT lost or forlorn or far from God.  We are assured that God has NEVER forgotten us but, rather, has committed himself to us in the most RADICAL and SELFLESS way imaginable!  Jesus assures us that we are completely under his care, and that nothing either in or above this whole wide world will ever be able to separate us from either his presence or his love.  If we KNOW this and truly BELIEVE it, then we will discover in that babe a comfort and a peace that enables us to deal with ANY problem, ANY worry- a "peace of HEART" rather than a "peace of mind" that will prove to be the GREATEST consolation you or I will ever need.  Though the grass may wither and the flower fades, we are assured that the word of our God--GOD'S WORD OF PROMISE to us--IS forever and this is why we CAN trust it!  The same God who pledged to Israel that he would be their shepherd and they would be his sheep promises that he shall gather US up in his arms and hold US close to his heart and bring US all safely home again!  And THAT’S the most positive and REAL message ANY of us shall ever need.  Amen and amen.
