
Joy to the World
3rd Sunday of Advent - Year A - 12/15/2019

Psalm Reading: 146:5-10
1st Reading: Matt. 11:2-11, 2nd: Isaiah 35:1-10

You know, I think we have a tendency to think about our 
faith in generally serious terms, sometimes even in perfunctory 
terms, as if it is a duty we perform. But the Christmas/Advent 
season provides for us an opportunity to see, to understand, to 
experience Christianity in the way I think God always intended 
it to be experienced, as a joyful and comforting basis for living.

Now this does not mean that in response to our faith we 
must walk around in an ecstatic state every moment of the day,
and only have sweet dreams at night. Far from it. The way we 
live our lives is often a response to the circumstances that 
confront us. When we suffer loss it reaches deep into our inner 
being and seems to wrench a part of us loose. I think it is our 
faith that helps to mend that tearing, that helps to put our 
hearts back together again. 

Our passage from Isaiah speaks to us on many levels. It is 
prophecy about things that were coming soon - at the time it 
was written, it anticipated the exile and return of the Jews to 
Jerusalem after the Babylonian conquest. It speaks to the 
coming of Christ as healer and redeemer. It speaks to the 
ultimate return of Christ when a new epoch will be ushered in 
with the New Heaven and the New Earth. But Isaiah as a whole,
and our reading  (Isaiah 35:1-10) specifically also addresses our 
own individual situations.

1



When Isaiah begins this chapter he is prophesying the 
future. He says “The desert and the parched land will be glad; 
the wilderness will rejoice and blossom.” He begins with the 
supposition of a wasteland, a barren place where nothing 
grows. It is empty of people. It is empty of plants and animals. 
In fact, it is empty of joy. This may be a metaphor for our own 
souls, our souls without God in our lives. We look within and 
we see a barren place, where nothing grows, nothing can take 
root because there is nothing but dry and shifting sand. Any 
plants are stirred up constantly by each passing breeze and 
completely devastated by every strong wind unable to take 
root and grow.

Isaiah, in this reading describes what happens when God 
shows up on this barren landscape. The land becomes glad. The
soul rejoices and not only does it rejoice, but Isaiah says, “Like 
the crocus, it will burst into bloom!” It will no longer be that 
barren, sandy place where nothing can take root, but it 
becomes a well-watered fertile place that supports life. And 
this is how our souls are meant to be, joyful, full of life even in 
times of trial and disaster. When God is present we are given 
confidence, comfort, and hope so that we can carry on, so that 
we can continue to water that garden that is our soul. 

And then Isaiah writes, “They will see the glory of the Lord,
the splendor of our God.” And you think, “What a splendid 
moment! How great it would be to see God! Isn’t that what we 
are all longing for?” And yes, this what we are all longing for. 
But when God first comes to us, it can be a trepidatious 
moment, this theophany, this moment when God enters our 
lives. When we invite God in, God comes and resides within us. 
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God is with us, and not just on a surface level, everywhere we 
go, ever-present, all-powerful, and all knowing. Isaiah writes, 
“Strengthen the feeble hands, steady the knees that give way.”

You can see why this point in our faith journey, when we 
meet our maker, carries, for some, a fearful aspect. After all 
God is mighty! God is great! But not just that, as Isaiah tells us 
in verse 4, God “will come with vengeance, [and] with divine 
retribution.” Divine vengeance and retribution are all well and 
good when they are applied to all those other sinners who walk
this earth, but are we so sure that we want this for ourselves? 
After all we, too, are sinners, often oblivious and self-righteous 
in our sins. Perhaps it is our hands that should be feeble, and 
our knees that should go weak at the time God comes into our 
lives!

Yet, Isaiah tells us in the same breath that God “will come 
to save you.” Now, here is a reason for Joy. It is the reassurance
we feel when we come to know God. We come to know that 
God, though concerned with justice and retribution, comes to 
forgive us and to save us. It is this saving grace, above all, that 
should bring us joy.

And then in verse 8 we can read that, “...a highway will be 
there; it will be called the Way of Holiness; it will be for those 
who walk on that way.” And this way is the path we are on, 
taking us to where we want to ultimately be, with God in 
heaven. And I think we could talk about this road that goes 
through our once barren souls as a path that we travel 
throughout our lifetimes. And I am thinking “Road Trip!”

When my family and I get on the road to go on vacation it 
is always a joyous event, if you don’t count the days of 
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preparation and the preliminary squabbling about where we 
are going, when we are going to leave, and just where we 
should put the kitchen sink. But one of the things we always do 
is sing Willie Nelson’s “On the Road again”. We try to put 
ourselves in a frame of mind that is generally positive and then 
point the automobile in the right direction. Even if we know 
exactly where we are going and how to get there we always set 
the GPS for our destination and then invariably go a different 
way than the way Penelope tells us to go. (Penelope, is what I 
have named the voice that tells me when to turn and when to 
“U turn when possible”.) And though we get lost, get caught in 
traffic and squabble over where to stop for lunch, we know one
thing, that we are headed for a destination that promises rest, 
relaxation and plenty of family time, though sometimes an 
insufficient amount of alone time, and worse insufficient 
bathroom facilities.

That is a little bit like what I believe traveling this road 
through the wilderness is like. Honestly, it is not a solitary 
activity. We travel with family and friends, and often meet 
strangers on the road who become friends. We don’t always 
agree with our fellow travelers on the exact route to getting 
there, whether it runs by the Presbyterian or the Methodist 
church, but we know it is getting us there, together. Yes, we 
have a ton of baggage, but that will work itself out, just like 
where we plan on eating lunch. I have heard this road 
described by Isaiah as the road to heaven. But what I think is 
interesting about this road is that it is already running through 
a heavenly place. And Isaiah seems far more occupied with the 
trip itself that he does the destination. And I think there is 
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something in the idea that this life we travel through is part of 
the destination. You know part of the vacation is just getting to 
the spot, the place that you want to be…

...and being joyful about it.
This whole passage from Isaiah is filled with Joy. To end 

chapter 35 he writes, “They will enter Zion with singing, 
everlasting joy will crown their heads. Gladness and joy will 
overtake them, and sorrow and sighing will flee away.” And 
that is a lesson that we can learn from this holiday season, that 
we are all on this holy journey together, and right here in the 
midst of the Advent season is like being on this road through 
the wilderness, but instead of green trees and sprouting fields 
we see lights and tinsel and mistletoe. We see plenty of food in 
the holiday feasts that come from pot-lucks and family dinners. 
We sing carols and songs. But we do all of this together, 
because we are a relational church, we are a relational people 
and we come together to express our joy.

For we are joyful. And why? because Christ came so long 
ago to be our savior, and we are joyful that Christ will come 
again to be our savior yet again. And this passage does in fact 
speak to that first and second coming. All this comes to us 
through God’s Grace.

But you know, on this journey that we are traveling 
together, there are flat tires, there are bumps in the road, and 
occasionally even the serious accident. And so we are not going
to always be joyful. There are times like the last vacation my 
family took when the keys got locked in our car and I am 
embarrassed to say that I did lose my temper for a few 
minutes. It is at such times that we do not feel capable of lifting
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up our solitary voices in triumphant shouts like angels we have 
heard on high. But rather as a community we come together, 
and like the merry gentlemen of old we sing, “oh tidings of 
comfort and joy!” Because truly, when we take comfort in what
God has done for all of us, and treasure those who surround us 
during this time of anticipation, we experience a kindling of joy,
a greening of the desert that our souls would remain without 
the presence of our God and without the support of one 
another.

Please Pray with me…
O God, you sent Jesus to be our savior to travel with us 

through this life as fully human for a short time so that he could
be our savior. We remember that day on the 25th of December 
as a day of celebration. And during this Advent time we also 
remember that you will come again to unite and reunite us all. 
We ask your blessing upon your people and all peoples that 
they may know the joy of your presence, that you bring life to 
empty souls, that you lift up to yourself those who are 
suffering, and that you ultimately bring hope, peace, joy, and 
love to all the world.  

ἀμἠν

6


