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 “Comfort, comfort, my people,” says your God.  “Speak tenderly and tell them the 

time has come to and end, that my glory will be revealed.” 

“No, really… You have to be joking, right????  I mean that’s just too 

unbelievable.  Too good to be to true.  You’re pulling my leg!”   

“No!  Seriously!  I swear!  It is true!  Would I lie to you?”  They sat around the 

campfire, in the darkness, the sparks rising—his voice rising too, in frustration—why 

did no one take him seriously?  It was the plight of a prophet, I guess.  But in their 

defense, he could understand it.  God had promised before.  But all that was ancient 

history now.  35 years, and 35 years more.  It was how long they had been in Babylon.  

One generation and another, they were a people in captivity, a nation in exile.  No 

longer a nation, really.  People scattered and dragged from here to there, away from 

their homes and the land promised to them by God—a land that now lay in ruins, 

trampled underfoot like grass; the temple and the very place of God’s dwelling—

sacked, burnt, razed to the ground.  And God’s promises like a wilting flower—here 

today, gone tomorrow.  While they were a people dragged off into captivity, enslaved, 

families separated and miles apart—in Babylon, all over Persia—you were fortunate if, 

at the end of the day, you could hug your children or grandchildren, or in sheer 

exhaustion fall asleep next to your husband or wife.   

Isaiah thought at least the man sitting across from him would understand, would 

believe.  The prophet studied the old man who sat there—his back bent from old age 

as much as the years of slavery; his face wrinkled and worn and one of the few left 
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who remembered that day—only a child when his world totally changed; when he was 

forced to leave behind the only home he ever knew.  “Do you forget I was there when it 

all happened?  That I heard the stories firsthand?  My mother and the others in the 

fields as they worked, talking, questioning where God was now; that we would be 

brought to this land to be only slaves once more?  But still they held to the hope and 

promise that God would deliver us from our captors.  Still they sang songs of freedom 

and hope.   

And late at night, long after I should have been asleep, the hushed whispers 

around the campfire; my brothers and others, telling the stories of old.  Of Moses and 

the parted Red Sea, of our ancestors wandering in a wilderness—as much a place of 

dire need and destitution as it was a spiritual place, a holy place, a place where God 

walked with them; where a nation and a people walked and placed their trust in God.  

Of course; they had turned away from God.  Don’t we all?  Our lives as much written 

through injustice as by grace.  Through greed and oppression and a refusal to repent 

and be reconciled to the God of promise and freedom.  And many said exile was the 

consequence—that it was our disobedience that put us here.  Still, in those early days 

we still believed, held on to hope once more.   

Until, that is, one generation turned into the next; until hope turned to wishful 

thinking; until memory faded along with our hope.  Because God did not come.  And 

we were no more than blades of grass crushed by trampling warriors; a world where 
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God did not seem to care whether we lived or whether we died.”1  The old man grew 

silent for a moment, pensive; stirring the coals of the fire and sending sparks rising and 

dancing into the darkness of night.  “Do you not believe that I yet long for God’s 

deliverance?  To return home?”  He sighed.  “The reality?—It is too late for that.  This 

exile, this captivity is my home now, and has been for a very long time.  And you 

Isaiah—you who call yourself a prophet—you will soon find out how quickly we all lose 

sight of prophetic imagination; how quickly we exchange our God-filled hopes and 

dreams for the reality as it is.  Because 35 years and another 35, here we are; haven’t 

we suffered enough?  And now, my only hope—or perhaps it is wishful thinking—is 

that I might die in relative peace.”   

“Comfort, comfort, O my people,” says your God.  In his mind the prophet 

rehearsed the words.  “Speak tenderly, tell them their debt has been paid, not once, 

but twice over.  Tell them they have—that they have suffered enough.  Suffered too 

much.”  Even as the words fell from his lips, he knew the old man could not hear.  That 

the people would not yet understand that God did not want them to suffer.  That 

comfort was and is the beginning of God’s desire and love for this people.   

The prophet wrinkled his forehead in thought.  This was going to be more difficult 

than he expected, but he was not ready to give up yet.  His voice crying out in defense, 

“No really!  In the wilderness—into exile, and captivity and slavery—is exactly where 

God has come, is exactly where God is coming!  You said it yourself, ‘that wilderness 
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is not a place where we are abandoned by God; but a spiritual place, a holy place, a 

place where God and our direst, deepest need meet face to face.’  So prepare!  Get 

ready!  His voice, urgent, crying out, “In the wilderness, make straight the highway, 

level mountains and hills, for nothing will stand in the way, all people will see it; the 

glory of God will be revealed!  I kid you not!  It is God’s promise!  So, old man, cry out!” 

“Cry out?  Seriously?  Me?  What shall I cry?  Look around—the grass withers, 

the flowers fade, I am an old man, we are in captivity, and a far cry from the Promised 

Land.  A far cry from any of that glory you’re talking about.  God has been in hiding for 

a very long time.  And what difference does it really make?”  He bent over.  Tore up a 

fistful of grass from the ground and threw it on the fire.  And for a brief second the 

grass ignited, the light glowing and dancing in long thin blades in the air, then fading in 

darkness, they were gone.  In resignation to the all too familiar human condition, point-

blank he simply said, “People are grass.” 

And maybe now Isaiah was beginning to see how much trauma this people had 

experienced, how much their relationship with God was so deeply wounded and 

broken.  And how much more real God’s hiddenness than God’s presence.  “Well,” 

Isaiah said, “You are right.  Grass withers, flowers fade, but the word of the Lord—

God’s promises never fade or die.  The word of the Lord is forever.  And even now, 

God has not abandoned you.  Even now, especially now, even if you are not ready or 

prepared.  God is.  God is ready.  God is prepared and preparing.  God is making 

God’s way in the desert.  In the wilderness, God is coming to meet the place of your 
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direst need.  In your captivity, and slavery, and exile, God is making a way, a road, a 

highway, back to you.  ‘Speak tenderly,’ says our God.  ‘Comfort, comfort, O my 

people,’ says the Lord.”  

Isaiah’s voice trailed off into silence.  They sat there, the glowing embers of the 

fire between them, while all around—darkness.  The chasm of despair and trauma, of 

35 years and another 35, of life that could never return to what it was, of a people’s 

prophetic imagination, no longer prophetic, no longer able to imagine or see the God-

filled reality of their lives or of their dreams.  And an old man, tired, withering like grass 

and ready to die; who could no longer hear the aching of God’s heart, or see it’s 

breaking; who could not fathom or understand the tenderness of God; who could not 

imagine what comfort might mean. 

But at last, the prophet grows wise.  No longer will I speak “Comfort;” I will show 

you instead.  And he begins to tell a story.  Of a great warrior who comes in might.  A 

warrior who marches and trampling armies all around, trampling the grass, the ground, 

the earth, the world underfoot.  A warrior girded with might and armor, a ruler of great 

power; revenge at the ready, at his fingertips if he chooses to wield it.  But suddenly, in 

the warrior’s path, in the wilderness—small, vulnerable, hungry, alone in a world that 

would leave him ravaged and unsecure. The warrior looms large.  The lamb cowering 

in fear.  And now the clattering and clashing and groaning of armor. The prophet 

pauses.  The old man is with him now.  Teetering on his every word.  Leaning in closer 

until the glow of the fire warms and reddens his face.  It is a battle scene he knows all 
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too well.  The lamb a people trampled, pillaged, plundered, carried into exile.  The lamb 

both an old man and the boy he once was.  And at last the end of the story comes, the 

prophet continues.  “The clanking of armour rattles the air, as the warrior bends low, 

bends low to touch the ground, to gather the lamb and raise him gently in his arms.   

“See,” he says to an old man.  “See,” he says to a nation and people.  “See,” 

Isaiah says now to us.  Says to our world in isolation and captivity, to our world held in 

slavery to a pandemic.  “See,” says a prophet to a people and a church who have lost 

all prophetic imagination, who no longer dream God-filled dreams.  “See, your God 

comes.  And he will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms.  

See, in the wilderness, God is already making a way.  And even now, God has not 

abandoned you.  Even now, especially now, even if you are not ready or prepared.  

God is.  God is ready.  God is prepared and preparing.  God is making God’s way in 

the desert.  In the wilderness, God is coming to meet the place of your direst need.  In 

your captivity, and slavery, and exile, God is making a way, a road, a highway, back to 

you.  ‘Speak tenderly,’ says our God.  ‘Comfort, comfort, O my people,’ says the Lord.” 

Because comfort was and is the beginning of God’s desire and love for us, and for our 

world, and for all people.   

 And we wait, and watch and in the wilderness, our God comes, in Jesus, arms 

spread wide on a cross, in Jesus who stoops low to touch our ground, in Jesus who 

gathers us and raises us to life.  In Jesus who has come, and is come, and is coming 

again.  And once more, we hear the prophetic voice cry out, “In the wilderness, prepare 
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the way of the Lord.”  And this is the beginning.  The beginning of the Good News in 

Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  Seriously! 


