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It is almost impossible for me to read this morning’s passage from Isaiah and not hear music.  
From the first verse of chapter 40 to the eleventh, this passage has been mined for words to 
music for centuries and has produced some true masterpieces as well as some lesser known 
works that have nonetheless been important in my life.  The overall message is one that is 
extremely fitting for this second Sunday of Advent: Peace.  In these scant verses, the prophet 
sketches a picture of God’s shalom, of how it comes to those in need, of what it promises, of how 
we prepare for it and live into it.  This morning, as we prepare our hearts both for our monthly 
celebration of the coming of Christ into our lives, our remembrance of the Lord’s Supper, and for 
our annual festival of the birth of Jesus, I hope I can recreate for you the peace that comes to me 
when I hear these words of peace and the music that accompanies them for me. 
 
The first words of Isaiah 40, from an earlier English translation, are also the first words of 
Charles Jennens’ unforgettable libretto for George Frederick Handel’s equally unforgettable 
music in “Messiah,” the 1741 oratorio that has become one of the most performed pieces of 
choral music in Western culture.  “Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God.”  Isaiah 
heard it as the command of God to go to the exiles in Babylon, grieving their plight, grief-
stricken over their sins and the sins of their ancestors which they were convinced had brought the 
wrath of God down upon them.  Isaiah is sent to them by God with the most comforting word 
they could imagine in such a circumstance: their penalty was paid.  God had forgiven.  The slate 
was wiped clean. 
 
It is still an important message for us this morning.  We may consider ourselves more 
theologically sophisticated than those displaced Hebrews, less apt to assign our troubles to God’s 
punishment, but when we are in the thick of trouble in our lives, we still crave a word of comfort.  
I was recently reminded of a time in my life when I was about 19 and I felt as if my world was 
caving in on me.  Even when I reached my nadir, I never doubted God’s love for me but what I 
needed was a word or a gesture of comfort.  I’ll never forget the day when I let it all overwhelm 
me, sinking to the floor, leaning against the wall of my dorm room, sobbing, and my roommate, 
another 19 year old young man and therefore not given to displays of affection for his pals (this 
was 1980, remember), sitting next to me and putting one arm around me and simply being there 
next to me while I cried.  God sends us comfort through God’s people.  And we are called, just 
like Isaiah, just like my friend, to take a word of comfort to God’s people when they are in 
distress.  In the days when I worked with seminarians with Fuller Seminary Northwest and 
Seattle University’s School of Theology and Ministry, I always told them that the most important 
thing they could tell those to whom they ministered was that God loved them and forgave them. 
 
I really do believe, as you have heard me say before, that the job of the minister (and, of course, 
that means all of us) is to comfort the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable.  Our work as the 
Body of Christ does indeed include lovingly pointing out to the world where injustice and pain 
continue to exist, so that the world will be roused to positive action.  But perhaps more 
importantly, we are to stand in solidarity with those who are experiencing pain and injustice, 
whether that is through a hug or through raising our voices along with theirs in lament and 
insistence for redress.  I cannot think this morning of God’s word of comfort through Isaiah 
without thinking of the word of God through another prophet, Jeremiah, who looked at the losses 
the people had suffered at the hands of the Assyrians and the Babylonians and thought of the 
mothers of the dead: “Thus says the LORD: A voice is heard in Ramah, lamentation and bitter 



Comfort and Preparation 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 12/7/2014 2 
 

weeping. Rachel is weeping for her children; she refuses to be comforted for her children, 
because they are no more.”  There are too many weeping, inconsolable Rachels in our world 
today: in Jerusalem, in Gaza, in Liberia, in Nigeria, in Pakistan, in New York, in Ferguson, in 
Cleveland.  We must hear their cries and we must offer comfort even when comfort seems 
impossible.   We must offer comfort, we must offer forgiveness, we must offer peace. 
 
I can hear the music in verse three of Isaiah 40, as well.  First, again, is Handel’s tenor: “The 
voice of him that crieth in the wilderness; prepare ye the way of the Lord…”  But with this verse, 
I also hear other, more modern music.  When I was about 12, I sang for the first time in a 
production of what was at the time a nearly ubiquitous cantata for Baptist youth choirs in the 
South: “Celebrate Life,” with music by Buryl Red and lyrics by a man who was later to become 
a close friend, Ragan Courtney.  Part of that delightful work was a treatment of this verse, also 
found in all four Gospels, to an insistent rock beat: “Prepare ye the way, the way of the Lord.  
Prepare ye the way, the way of the Lord.  For He cometh!  He cometh!  He cometh, prepare His 
way!”  And then from another, more widely known musical from the same era, which I’ve also 
both sung in and produced, “Godspell,” the shofar blast and the plaintive cry of John: “Prepare 
ye the way of the Lord.”  Oh, yes, I hear the music in this one. 
 
Preparation: it is the very heart of our season of Advent.  As the Drurys read earlier in this 
morning’s Advent candle lighting litany, we are to listen for “the voice crying in a wilderness of 
materialism: “Prepare the way for the coming of what is really important.””  After we have 
received the comfort of God’s love then we must begin to prepare our hearts for more change: 
change in us, change in the world around us.  In the deserts of our broken hearts, in the desert of 
our fallen culture, we must begin to prepare a way for God to enter. 
 
And then… “Every valley shall be exalted,” are the words that Jennens gave to Handel to be set 
to music.  Our more modern text reads, “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. Then the 
glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord 
has spoken.”  It sounds like good preparation for building a highway, right?  It’s certainly a part 
of building almost any road here around Puget Sound.  Say the word “regrade” and long-time 
Seattlites immediately think of downtown and the historic Denny Regrade.  But if, in fact, this 
part of Isaiah was written to exiles, to those who were oppressed, then we must hear something 
else, we must hear another song.  Interpreters of these verses have long understood this image of 
geologic upheaval to be symbolic of societal change, of the coming of God’s justice to an unjust 
world.  The valley to be lifted up is the oppressed Children of Israel.  The mountains and hills to 
be made low are those who have dominated them by force.  It is a vision, as we say nowadays, of 
a level playing field, one in which everyone has a fair chance.  That’s the world that reveals the 
glory of the Lord.  And the other song that comes to mind?  Why the Song of Mary, of course, 
the Magnificat.  A few years ago, the choir undertook to present one of my favorite 
interpretations of that song, again from Buryl Red and Ragan Courtney’s “Celebrate Life.”  The 
pure soprano solo backed by the choir brings the words in Luke’s Gospel to shimmering life: 
“(God) has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  (God) has brought down the 
powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; (God) has filled the hungry with good 
things, and sent the rich away empty.”  In the reign of God and of God’s Christ, the valley is 
exalted. 
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Charles Jennens did not choose to include verses 6-8 of Isaiah 40 in his libretto for “Messiah” 
and I can understand that choice.  Those verses can appear to be a bit of a hiccup in the swelling 
rejoicing of the coming of the Prince of Peace.  I’m not sure the scholars who translated the New 
Revised Standard Version got the punctuation in these verses quite right.  To me, the response of 
the prophet to the instruction to “Cry out!” lasts through the end of verse seven: “A voice says, 
“Cry out!” And I said, “What shall I cry? All people are grass, their constancy 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 are grass.””  Then comes the response: “The grass withers, the flower fades; 
but the word of our God will stand forever.”  The prophet is overwhelmed with the ephemeral 
nature of humankind but the response is that this is part of the plan.  We find our eternity in the 
word of God. 
 
This passage may not be included in “Messiah” but its theme is certainly well represented in our 
hymnody.  I thumbed through just one section of our Chalice Hymnal this week and here is what 
I found: in “O Worship the King,” verse 5 – “Frail children of dust, and feeble as frail; in thee do 
we trust, nor find thee to fail; thy mercies how tender, how firm to the end, our Maker, Defender, 
Redeemer and Friend!”  In “Praise, My Soul, the God of Heaven,” verse 4 – “Frail as summer’s 
flowers we flourish: blows the wind, and it is gone.  But, while mortals rise and perish, God’s 
compassion still lives on.  Alleluia!  Alleluia!  Praise the high eternal One!”  In “Immortal, 
Invisible, God Only Wise,” verse 3 – “we blossom and flourish as leaves on the tree, and wither 
and perish, but naught changeth thee.”  Finally, in “O God, Our Help in Ages Past,” verse 5 – 
“Time, like an ever-rolling stream, soon bears us all away; we fly forgotten, as a dream dies at 
the opening day.”  Yes, we are as grass, like the lilies of the field, but our transience on this earth 
is part of God’s plan.  We can be at peace. 
 
And besides, who would want to live forever?  I enjoy the daily misadventures of the crotchety 
old school bus driver, Crankshaft, in the funny pages every morning.  This week, the storyline 
has centered on the obsolescence and likely closure of the Valentine cinema run by Crankshaft’s 
old friend, Ralph Meckler.  Have you seen it?  In Thursday’s strip, Ralph muses, “I suppose if I 
live long enough, I’ll get to say goodbye to everything I love.”  That grand storyteller and private 
theologian J.R.R. Tolkien had it right.  Our passage from this world into the presence of God is 
God’s great gift to humankind.  In Tolkien’s Middle Earth, it is called “The Gift of Iluvatar,” the 
elves name for God.  The other children of Middle Earth stand in awe of humankind’s ability to 
transcend the reality of Middle Earth and perhaps even envy them for it.  We, too, should accept 
our transience as a promise of peace.  Martin Luther certainly understood this.  In the words of 
his great hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” he wrote, “Let goods and kindred go, this 
mortal life also.  The body they may kill, God’s truth abideth still, God’s reign endures forever.” 
 
Or, as Isaiah heard, “The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand 
forever.”  Indeed, as we are preparing to celebrate, “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, 
and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”  Or, back 
to Martin Luther: “God’s word above all earthly powers, no thanks to them, abideth.  The Spirit 
and the gifts are ours, through Christ, who with us sideth.”  Oh, yes, my friends, when I read 
Isaiah 40, I hear music!  God, through Christ is on our side.  Is this not the core of the Good 
News?  Part of what Jennens and Handel inserted in “Messiah” instead of verses 6-9 of chapter 
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40 comes from an earlier chapter of Isaiah: “Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and 
shall call His name Emmanuel, God with us.” 
 
Those are the good tidings brought to Zion: “Here is your God!”  The Good News for us is still 
that Immanuel has come.  And still, today, he feeds his flock like a shepherd.  We are fed by the 
love of God, by the forgiveness of God that leads us to peace.  We are fed by the Word of God, 
both that captured through the words of men and women collected in this book and by the Ever-
Living Word of God, the Word that became flesh and dwelt among us.  We are fed, this morning, 
symbolically by the Body and Blood of Jesus, the Messiah of God.  By these feedings, we are 
nourished, nourished to be champions of justice, nourished to go in love and comfort, nourished 
to be instruments of God’s peace.  On this day of peace, let us prepare our hearts to receive even 
more of our Shepherd’s feeding.  Let us prepare our hearts for Christ to come into them once 
more.  Let us prepare for peace. 
 


