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2nd Sunday of Advent, Year B
Comfort My People
Hearing those words from the prophet Isaiah, I cannot help thinking about George Friedrich Handel’s Messiah symphony.  The first three vocal songs in the symphony begin with direct quotations from Isaiah.  The first: “Comfort ye my people.”  The second: “Every valley shall be exalted.”  And the third: “And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed.”  Each of those songs goes on to quote every word of the first five verses of this chapter from Isaiah.  In fact, the words to every song of Handel’s Messiah come directly from the Bible, making the entire symphony a proclamation of God’s word.  Those timeless words of Scripture combined with Handel’s beautiful composing made this work of music an instant hit with the public and a world-famous classic down to this day.  
The words of the prophet Isaiah also cause us to think about St. John the Baptist.  St. John’s message and his ministry are taken directly from Isaiah.  St. Mark makes the connection obvious for us when he writes in today’s Gospel: “A voice of one crying out in the desert: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make straight his paths.’  John the Baptist appeared in the desert proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  St. John takes up the message of Isaiah, first proclaimed almost 800 years earlier, which was a very dear message to the people of Israel.  This message combined with St. John’s life of beautiful simplicity and humility—wearing camel’s hair and eating wild foods—made his proclamation an instant hit with the people of the Judean countryside and Jerusalem, and a world-famous proclamation down to this day.  
These particular words from Isaiah were the perfect setting for St. John to begin announcing the Messiah.  They may not seem like the right choice at first.  After all, the words begin chapter 40 of Isaiah, right in the middle of the book.  They do not talk directly about the Messiah, but about God Himself.  

But we must remember first of all that Bible was not divided into chapters and verses until roughly the Middle Ages.  The Jews did, however, recognize different sections of certain books.  For them Isaiah had two parts.  The first is the Book of Woe, describing all the sins Israel had committed and all the sufferings they would bring upon themselves as a result, including exile and slavery.  The second part is the Book of Comfort, describing how God would restore his people, forgive their sins, and lead them to glory.  And guess where the second part begins?  Chapter 40—the basis for St. John’s message and preaching.  When the Jews of his time see him fulfilling Isaiah and baptizing for repentance, they know immediately what is happening.  God is going to comfort his people.
They knew this would involve a Messiah, even though Isaiah does not mention it here—or does he?  The Jewish people never expected the Messiah to be God Himself.  But Isaiah did promise that God Himself would come.  “Here is your God!” he said.  “Like a shepherd he feeds his flock; in his arms he gathers the lambs.”  Jesus of course will name himself the Good Shepherd and will feed his flock with his own body and blood in the Eucharist.  
Isaiah and St. John the Baptist give a message of comfort.  This message is meant for us too.  No matter our sins and the sufferings we have endured, God wants to restore us.  He wants to forgive our sins in the Sacrament of Confession, just as he wanted people to be baptized by St. John as a sign of repentance.  Knowing we are forgiven in Confession—hearing those words of the priest, “I absolve you from your sins,” that confirm we are forgiven and ensure that we are not letting ourselves off too easy on the one hand or being too demanding of ourselves on the other—this forgiveness is the first step we need to take in order to receive the comfort God wants to give us.  
We have a great chance to receive God’s comfort in our Penance Service Sunday at 4pm.  Please receive this comfort God wants to give you—a comfort that nothing and nobody can take from you.  If we are prepared in this way for the Lord’s coming, we will truly receive him with joy on Christmas day.
Rev. Eric Culler
