Homily for December 14 2025                   Isaiah 35:1-10                              “Everlasting Joy” 
The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing. The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it, the majesty of Carmel and Sharon. They shall see the glory of the Lord, the majesty of our God. Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees. Say to those who are of a fearful heart, "Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God. He will come with vengeance, with terrible recompense. He will come and save you." Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert; the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground springs of water; the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp, the grass shall become reeds and rushes. A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God's people; no traveler, not even fools, shall go astray. No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous beast come up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall walk there. And the ransomed of the Lord shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.

	          
          I love fruitcake. I know fruitcake does not bring everyone joy, but I think it is grand. And yet just a few nights ago, I had a fruitcake from an Amish bakery that was almost too much, even for me. If we were labeling it truthfully, we would have to say it FRUIT cake, because there was so much fruit and so little cake holding it all together. Very rich; very, very dense. The kind of food where a small slice is better, more digestible, and plenty delicious enough.

	         Our reading today from the prophet Isaiah absolutely reminds me of that fruitcake…too rich, too many images, too hard to digest. And so I have decided to preach on just a small slice, as it were, and here is the small slice I want us to nibble on today: Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees. Say to those who are of a fearful heart, "Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God." For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert; and a highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God's people; no traveler, not even fools, shall be able to go astray. And the ransomed of the Lord shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.
Even this small slice is rich and dense with the imagery of prevailing, and the renewing of all creation, and the revealing of a way, a Holy Way, where joy and gladness shall reign, and sorrow and sighing shall be banished. Doesn’t that sound great? Best Christmas gift ever.

	          Let’s start with this urge to prevail…I am certain that our zeal for a Redeemer, a Rescuer, is not as fervent as it was in Isaiah’s day, but a version of that mood is very much among us all over the world right now. In Isaiah’s day his people were under military occupation, with people being disappeared, and deportations at record levels. It was a challenging time to be alive, for all the usual reasons, but also because the social situation was robbing the people of their spiritual joy. Smart fellow, Isaiah; he understood that his first task was to help folks reconnect with the One who was more powerful, more beneficent, more compassionate, and offered them redemption and a better way of life. For in this battle to retain our joy we will be assaulted – nay, bludgeoned – from without, but the battle must be won from within. We must be able to access the deeper truths that do not pale in the face of current oppression. We must have strong hands and knees not bent by fear, and hearts that can comprehend and embrace the big picture, where God is perpetually at work in and among us all, creating for the good, the right, and the holy.

	          When we can access that deep pool in our souls, the bleak wasteland of despair and hopelessness can be transformed; and our inner desert wastes can be watered and flowered and flourished and restored. You may recall the horrible Battle of Culloden, the most grievous single-day loss of life in Scotland’s history. That grim battle was not lost through lack of faith in the cause, or lack of soldiery, or lack of weaponry; it was lost through exhaustion and starvation and depletion of the inner resources of those brave Jacobites. In a story that sounds depressingly familiar, the people had been worn down, numbed, endlessly subjected to deprivations and violence, and by the time Culloden happened, they were compromised from within and without. The enemies, of God or otherwise, have always sought to weaken the resolve and reserves of those they would dominate. As far back as Isaiah, this imagery of a desert blooming and being restored to lushness has encouraged the downtrodden, has elevated the dispirited, and has energized the despondent. We all have the potential for desert wasteland within us, friends; but we also have the potential for inner abundance and flourishing.

	          The good news Isaiah proclaims is that we don’t have to slog through the gritty sand anymore, because a Way will be constructed, a path provided, a road truly less traveled. We can travel on that road, the Holy Way, rather than twist our ankles perpetually in the soft sands of social decay. That Way, well- lit and clean, informed by scripture and enriched by reason and personal experience, is always available when we are tired of the sand and want a firmer foundation for our lives. We pause every Advent to talk about it; it’s part of our preparation for the birth of Emmanuel, God with us, our tour guide and walking partner on the Way. And it is essential that we remind ourselves of this option, because the world around us always does its level best to cultivate enough despair and insecurity within us that we might not even consider the firmer path. It is better for sales, better for manipulation, better for consolidating power, if the people try and feebly fight from the sand. 

          But once the Way is discovered, and we have accrued enough inner strength to get up there and walk upon it, the story changes, big time! And the ransomed of the Lord shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. This is the counter-cultural part, the creation of a people so enriched by God and one another that their dependency on secular society dwindles away. It was probably never intended to be oppositional, the sacred parts of life and the secular parts; near as I can tell, the integrated life is always in the holy blueprints. But again, if you are devoted to bending people to your best interests rather than their own, you will always use the bludgeon of dis-integration; disassembly of basic building blocks, weakening of the foundation in order to create dependency. It takes strong hands and firm knees and uplifted hearts to stand tall against this ancient style of social control. 

          Today is Gaudete Sunday, the Sunday of joy. Isaiah reveals to us, yet again, where that joy may be found, clambering up out of the grimy sands and walking on the Holy Way, where our footsteps are firmly supported and our joy is revealed. Sorrow and sighing, he says, shall flee away, no longer welcome, but more to the point, no longer necessary. For our sorrows will have a stronger undergirding, a firmer foundation, and we will not be so easily led into confusing the temporary with the eternal. No more need for those deep sighs of anxiety and sadness, once we get up on Redemption Highway. And, the life Isaiah illuminates is even better than advertised when Jesus is our Lord, our Friend, and our Redeemer. Near as I can tell, there is no heavenly reason why every Sunday shouldn’t be Gaudete Sunday. Joy is ours for the taking, friends. Let’s take as big a slice as we can! Amen!  
