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Scripture  Isaiah 40:1 - 5, 9 - 11   
 
 Our scripture reading this morning is the words of the prophet Isaiah, from the 40th 
 chapter. 
 
 For 39 chapters, the prophet raged against the Hebrew people. 
 They had failed to follow God’s law. 
 They had lived at the expense of their neighbors,  
 putting their own desires above the needs of others. 
 
 Then Jerusalem fell to Babylon,  
 the people were conquered, and many of them went into exile. 
 Isaiah understood this to be punishment for all their brokenness. 
 
 But now, in chapter 40, all of that is in the past. 
 Now Isaiah wants to speak words of comfort and hope for the future. 
 
 And so Isaiah, chapter 40, starts with these familiar words: 
 

Comfort, O comfort my people, 
   says your God.  
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 
   and cry to her 
that she has served her term, 
   that her penalty is paid, 
that she has received from the Lord’s hand 
   double for all her sins.  

 
The prophet promises that things are going to be easier now: 
 

A voice cries out: 
‘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.  
Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, 
   and all people shall see it together, 
   for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’  
 

Then Isaiah calls the people to action - 



 

 

to get busy, no back-sliding, 
start speaking out for God’s vision: 
 

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 it up, do not fear; 
say to the cities of Judah, 
   ‘Here is your God!’  
See, the Lord God comes with might, 
   and his arm rules for him; 
his reward is with him, 
   and his recompense before him.  

 
Isaiah knows that the path of following God’s way won’t be easy, 
but he promises the people that they won’t be alone: 
 

[God] will feed his flock like a shepherd; 
   he will gather the lambs in his arms, 
and carry them in his bosom, 
   and gently lead the mother sheep. 

 
These are our sacred stories. 
May God give us the vision and wisdom to live them. 

 
Reflection 
 
Next week, it’s all about the baby.  I promise. 
 
Next week, we’ll sing lots of carols and have kids dressed up as shepherds and tell the 
story we love to hear this time of year, the story that is somehow the source for all the 
glitter at the mall, the sweet story of young parents welcoming their baby in less-than-
ideal circumstances.  Next week we’ll tell the version of the story that sounds a bit like a 
Hallmark movie, where the couple overcomes all odds to live happily-ever-after. 
 
That’s next week. 
Not this week.  This week, I’ve followed the lectionary. 
 
Remember that the lectionary is a schedule of bible readings organized by an 
ecumenical committee, a schedule organized to take congregations through most of the 
bible in a three year cycle.  We don’t always follow the lectionary here.  Maybe just half 
the time.  But we’re following it today. 
 



 

 

For better or for worse, this lectionary committee did not bear in mind the scripture 
passages people actually WANT to hear this time of year:  shepherds and angels and 
babies.   
 
Instead, in Advent, they give us crabby prophets, apocalyptic visions of the end of the 
world, and calls for us to straighten up and fly right.  Merry Christmas, huh?  
 
Like this morning’s scripture reading, one of the passages for the second Sunday in 
Advent, year B, which is where we are according to the lectionary committee. 
 
Our Advent wreath and our banners and our bulletin cover say that this week is all 
about Peace!  Ooh, that’s nice!  Peace out, man.  Peace be with you.  Let there be 
peace on earth. 
 
But peace looks less touchy-feely from Isaiah’s perspective.  He’s talking about 
punishment and sacrifice and standing up on a mountain to shout.  He says, “There are 
mountains to be leveled out, and valleys to be lifted up.  You want peace?!  Then you 
better get busy preparing a way for peace to come!” 
 
Those lectionary committee members, whoever they were, were no dummies.  They 
knew we’d focus on kids wearing their dad’s bathrobe and a fake beard.  They knew 
we’d get completely absorbed in our list of people  for whom we want to buy gifts.  They 
knew the colored lights and tinsel would twinkle us into blindness.  They knew we’d line 
up our families to get one perfect picture, no matter what it took.  They knew we’d do 
anything and everything possible to keep our eyes on the tiny little baby, asleep on the 
hay. 
 
So the lectionary committee wanted to make sure we remembered what happened next, 
after Christmas day:  the baby grew up.  And we, who follow The Way, it’s the grown-up 
baby we are following. 
 
And so the scripture passages for Advent are not about the baby on the hay, but the 
radical journey he took people on when he grew up. 
 
So on this second Sunday of Advent, almost half way to the birth, we are thinking about 
Jesus, but not Jesus the baby.  Instead, it’s Jesus the teacher.  Jesus the leader.  
Jesus the rabble-rouser.  Jesus the enemy of the state.  Jesus the turner of tables.  
Jesus the friend of prostitutes and outcastes.  Jesus the one who taught us that God is 
with us, all of us, all the time, especially when we are on the outside, when we are at the 
bottom of the list, when we are lost and afraid. 
 
And that is the perfect Advent message.  Because that ideal family photo is cropped to 
hide the conflict between the parents or the addiction of the young adult or the 
depression of the child.  And it’s not actually the colored lights and tinsel that make our 
eyes twinkle:  it’s the tears that never quite fall as we worry about the diagnosis we’ve 
just received.  And the list of people to buy gifts for overwhelms us when we look at our 



 

 

credit card balance, or breaks out hearts when we think about who isn’t on the list this 
year.  And for every kid wearing a bathrobe in a pageant, there are more kids right 
nearby going hungry, living in motel rooms, or abused by those who should be caring 
for them. 
 
That’s what Jesus is here for.  For us poor souls living in the valleys, stuck in prisons of 
our own creation, or trapped by racism or sexism or homophobia.  Jesus is here to lift 
up that valley, to lift up those of us in those valleys so we can feel the sun on our faces. 
 
And those of us trapped up on the mountains, Jesus is here for us too.  Those of us so 
afraid of being hurt we’ve withdrawn completely, or so focused on getting more - more 
power, more money, more things - that we’ve trapped themselves on a mountain of 
stuff.  Jesus is here to pull down that mountain,  
so we can feel part of the world again. 
 
Next week, I promise, we’ll sing carols and laugh with the kids and eat cookies after 
worship.  We need to do that.  Next week the advent wreath word is “joy”, and God 
knows this world needs more joy.  It’s our job to create a sanctuary of light and laughter 
and love for all people, a place of joy in a hurting world.  Next week. 
 
But this week, it’s not about the baby.  It’s about Jesus, grown up.  Jesus, who is also 
called the good shepherd.  And what does the shepherd do?  Isaiah says the shepherd 
holds the lambs, carries them, and leads the sheep.  The shepherd protects the sheep.  
The shepherd makes sure the sheep have food and water and safety.  The shepherd 
will risk her own life to save the sheep.  The shepherd will put himself between the 
sheep and the wolf.  That shepherd is no mild-mannered Bo Peep.  That shepherd will 
yell and stomp and wave his stick around to make sure the wolf backs off, and the 
sheep are safe. 
 
Yelling and stomping and waving sticks around.  Sounds a bit like a protest, like a riot, 
like the scenes on the streets of Ferguson and New York and Boston and California 
recently.  The shepherd, when he feels like his sheep are in danger, gets a little intense.  
The shepherd, when she feels it is necessary, is going to raise her voice.  The good 
shepherd, the God-shepherd, has been known to stir things up, when God’s children 
are being hurt. 
 
I’m not talking about the people who join the protests because they want to smash 
things.  I’m not talking about the folks who will use any excuse to spread hatred and 
violence.  We’ve got people like that in every religion, political party, and affinity group in 
the world.  Those people aren’t shepherds. 
 
Jesus’ ministry proclaimed that the kin-dom of God is here and now, and that the kin-
dom of God calls us to stand up to the powers-that-be, even the ones we’re part of.  
Jesus taught that the economic and political powers would need to be pulled back to 
justice again and again, and sometimes pulling toward justice would work against our 
own best interests.  Jesus showed up at the margins, at the broken places, where the 



 

 

outsiders were, and his followers are called to do the same.  Jesus called us to join him 
as shepherds. 
 
Shepherds like my friend Kim, a white, suburban mom, trying to figure out how to teach 
her African-American son to be safe even while she cries out against racism.  
Shepherds like anyone who dared to challenge their relatives’ racist comments on 
Thanksgiving.  Shepherds like my son’s 5th grade teacher who talked to her class about 
the protests she attended.  Shepherds like the journalists doing research about statistics 
and studying grand jury testimony.  Shepherds like the police officers who speak out 
against police violence.  Shepherds like African-American men and women who are, 
once again, willing to dialogue with and educate a white woman like me.  The 
shepherds are the people who are walking the streets of this country in protest, using 
the force of their own feet to flatten the mountains, the strength of their own voices to lift 
up the valleys. 
 
That’s the shepherd we follow, a shepherd who won’t settle for peace unless it comes 
with justice.  That’s the shepherd we are called to emulate, the shepherd who tells us to 
pick up our own crook and get out there to protect his sheep.  That’s the kind of 
shepherd our God is, gathering us in and protecting us.  That’s the shepherd who is 
born on Christmas, who grows up to become Jesus, who eventually is willing to die, if 
that’s what it takes, to get the sheep to pay attention to how things are, vs. how they 
should be.  The Christmas story is not a sweet fairy tale where everyone lives happily 
ever after.  It is a story of God breaking into a world of injustice and oppression and 
saying: “There is another way.  My way.  The way of love.” 
 
And that’s the way we walk today.  As we come forward to the communion table.  This 
is not next week’s cookie swap, with sugar and frosting.  This is a meal for the road, a 
bite for the journey, just enough to get us to the next stop.  This is the bread of life that 
will strengthen our arms for pulling up the valley.  This is the cup of wisdom that will 
raise our voices for singing down the mountains.   
 
This is the shepherd’s meal, eaten amidst the flock, with eyes darting around for 
danger.   
This is the shepherd’s meal, eaten amidst the flock, feeling the comfort of the 
closeness.   
This is the shepherd’s meal, eaten amidst the flock, and then taken out into the world.   
 
Amen. 


