
 
  
   

Years ago, I ran with a team from our church in the Ragnar Relay. It was a 12-
person team relay race from Chattanooga to Nashville, covering two days and ?? miles. I 
was assigned a four-mile leg in the freezing cold somewhere on the boundary between ?? 
and Williamson Counties. All I could see was the road illuminated in front of my head 
lamp, fuzzy in the frosty breath I was exhaling, and each time I turned to the side, eyes 
staring back from various animals. All I could hear were my feet on the pavement, except 
for that one time when a fellow runner dressed like Elvis raced by me, saying, “Thank 
you, thank you very much,” as he went on. This remains the closest thing I have ever 
experienced to a physical wilderness.  

 
“In the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord.” We begin in the wilderness, the 

place where we are most conscious of our reliance on God. We have done such a good 
job of shielding ourselves from the wilderness in modern times that it is hard to imagine 
the emotions evoked by a stark landscape, exposure to the elements and the wild animals, 
and expanses of nothingness. I don’t know about you, but I prefer my Advent, my 
experiences of God, to be more comfortable, reading a devotional in my recliner.  
 

Several years ago my friend John preached on this text and reminded me of the 
beginning of Handel’s Messiah. He wrote, “I especially love the first words, where the 
tenor makes his way to center stage and finally sings, ‘Comfort ye. Comfort ye, my 
people,’ and then he moves into ‘Every valley shall be exalted.’ 

 
“I love those opening words, but those aren’t the first sounds you hear. That is not 

how Messiah begins, because Handel knew that John and Isaiah before him spoke to 
those in the wilderness. And so the Messiah doesn’t begin with the voice—it begins with 
the overture from the wilderness.”1 

 
The beginning of Messiah is this lone organ playing a tune that evokes rugged 

mountains, “crooked paths and high, un-scalable mountains and dark un-reachable 
 

1 Leggett, John. Sermon preached December, 2008. 
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valleys (something I imagine our new organ will be able to evoke for us very soon).If we 
want to understand Isaiah’s poetry through the voice of John the Baptist, then we’ve got 
to know that this poetry only makes sense in the context of the wilderness.”  
 

The people of Israel in exile have spent generations in the wilderness, captives to 
other nations. They experienced feelings of hopelessness, discomfort, even God 
forsakenness. It was easy to forget in their exile God’s covenant, a covenant God 
declared could never be broken. God had delivered them from Egypt, leading them 
through the wilderness to the Promised Land. Isaiah knows that in the wilderness they 
had gained their identity as children of God, and no exile could separate them from God.  

 
Isaiah reminds them of who they are. “Comfort, comfort my people…” 
 
In one of his prayers, Old Testament professor Walter Brueggemann looks at the 

world groaning for redemption and exclaims, “No wonder there is fear, reams of despair, 
and acres of weeping!” He goes on to ask God to help us who feebly watch and wait to 
learn how “to weep while we wait, and how to hope while we weep, and how to care 
while we hope.” 

 
“To weep while we wait.” “To hope while we weep.” “To care while we hope.” 

That is Advent. Advent begins in the pain and loss of the wilderness, in the barren places, 
in the darkness, and suddenly, unexpectedly, God breaks in to set things right. 
 

“But to cling to that hope as we wait and weep means to go against everything that 
surrounds us. It is to affirm against all evidence to the contrary that there is a reason to 
trust in God.”2 

 
The late poet Ann Weems, a friend of our congregation, upon the death of her son, 

penned some lines in which she pours out her heart in lament before God. And, in a way, 
she captures what many of us feel this particular Advent. She writes: 

 
“I stand at your empty table, O Holy One, and ask to be fed. 
But there is no bread, no wine, no priest. 
Is there no one to minister to me? 
Is there no place at your table for damaged hearts and scarred souls? 
Do you not invite everyone who believes? 
I believe. O God, I believe. 
In spite of an empty table, I believe. 

 
2 Leggett Sermon, December 2008. 



In spite of those who laugh at me as I wait for you, I believe. 
In spite of the evidence to the contrary that they scream in my face, 
I will stand at your empty table, 
And wait until you come, Your arms full of bread, 
The wine splashing as you walk. 
Come, O Holy One, and feed me.” (from Psalms of Lament) 
 
 “Until you come…” prays Weems. And the grace of Advent is that we are invited 
to prepare for that coming. Even, especially, in a time of wilderness, a time of pandemic 
and disruption and division, to prepare. When you light the candles week by week and 
pray and sing, you are preparing. When you train your eyes to see God at work in the 
wilderness, you are preparing. When you trim the tree, deck the halls, wrap the gifts, you 
are preparing. When you lament and weep and long and look, you are preparing. When 
you stand and march and lift your voice, you are preparing. When you listen and love and 
give, you are preparing.  
 

The ministries of this church throughout this season of worship, study, and service, 
are preparation. In the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord, make the Lord’s paths 
straight. That is what we are about, the lifting and leveling; the straightening and 
clearing; the building of a highway of prayer and praise and anticipation. 

 
But the beating heart of this text turns on the word “see,” and Isaiah’s description 

of the One for whom we prepare. “See, the LORD God comes with might,” an “armed 
warrior with ferocious power and weapons.” This God can and does bring justice and 
peace by the power of God. But then, notice again, the God who moves at the head of this 
procession feeds the flock like a shepherd, carries the sheep in God’s bosom, gently leads 
the mother sheep. God is both powerful and tender, warrior and nurse.  

 
And so we are comforted in the wilderness by the powerful, gentle God, whose 

power is God’s gentleness. And we hear the cadences of One who will say, “Come to me, 
all you who are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you 
and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and in me you will find rest for 
your souls.”  

 
And so, whatever wilderness road you may be traveling, the light from your head 

lamp illuminating just the road in front of you, vulnerable and uncertain – hear these 
words, let them guide your preparation for the powerful and gentle God who surely is 
coming, and is indeed present: “Comfort, O comfort my people…” Let us hear it, walk in 
it, and speak it to a weary world longing for light. Amen. 


