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Advent 3, 15 December 2019   
Isaiah 35:1-10, Matthew 11:2-11 
Waiting in JOY 
First Mennonite Church 
 
“The wilderness and the dry 
land shall be glad, the desert 
shall rejoice and blossom, like 
a crocus it shall blossom 
abundantly, and rejoice with 
joy and singing.” 
 
This is poetry.  Wonderful 
poetry.  Poetry that inspires.  
Poetry that compels us to 
look beyond today to 
tomorrow, poetry that invites 
us to imagine and dream 
about new possibilities, 
about what God can and will 
do. 
 
This inspirational poetry was 

written to the people of Israel, a people who didn't dream or imagine, folks who had 
lost the vision.  The mood of the people was fear and dread, not joy.  The mighty 
Assyrians threatened Israel with war 
and destruction.  As I mentioned last 
week, life in Jerusalem and Judah 
2700 years ago was a time of crisis 
and turmoil.  At that time the so-
called tribes of Israel were split and 
there were two kingdoms, two 
countries: the northern ten tribes 
forming the kingdom of Israel and the 
southern two tribes forming the 
kingdom of Judah. History tells us that 
in 721 the Assyrian Empire obliterated 
the northern tribe of Israel and exiled much of the population to different parts of the 
empire.  Was the small insignificant kingdom of Judah next to be overrun?  People 
were scared, fearful of the future. 
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All over the world, people are getting ready for the unrestrained joy of angels, egg-nog, 
Christmas cake, lights, carols, and the cheery glow of Christmas.  The malls are filled 
with shoppers scurrying here and there, buying presents for that special someone.  The 
other day I was listening to music as I made supper.  An old song, It’s the most 
wonderful times of the year, by Andy Williams, came on imploring me to be cheerful. 
One of the verses went like this— 
No, I won’t sing it for you as I’m concerned that if I do, I’ll break a window and then 
we’ll all freeze!    

It's the most wonderful time of the year  
With the kids jingle belling  
And everyone telling you "Be of good cheer"  
It's the most wonderful time of the year  

 
I stopped chopping onions and thought to myself: 
really?  Is this really the hap-happiest season of all 
when most of our waking hours are spent in the 
dark and in the bitter cold?  Today, we have less 
than 8 hours of daylight—7hrs 46m to be exact.  
Is this really the most wonderful time of the year 
for people who may not have any family with 
which to celebrate Christmas, for whom this is the 
first Christmas without their children coming 

home?  Is this really the hap-happiest season of all for whom this may be the first 
Christmas without a loved family member who recently died?  Is this really the most 

wonderful time of the year for people who don’t have a 
home, who have to flee their homes because of 
violence and war?   
 
The constant refrains on radio and television, in 
shopping malls and churches, about the happiness of 
the season, about getting together with family and 

friends, reminds many people of what they have lost.  The endless night, the pain of 
loss, living with cancer, chronic pain, or some other dis-ease that puts a question mark 
over the future, make parties and joviality painful for many.  And what you don't need 
is for someone, like Andy Williams, to come along and tell you to smile and be happy, 
for this is a hap-happy season. 
 
I'll never forget my first Christmas in Taiwan back in the 1980s.  It was my first 
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Christmas away from home.  I was in a place winter weary Canadians want to travel to 
in winter.  There was no snow, and the temperatures were fairly warm.  Palm trees 
down the road waved gently in the breeze.  The mountainside was a lush green.  
 
Isaiah talks about the wilderness and desert.  Well, there was no desert in Taiwan.  Yet, 
that is what I felt like that first Christmas away from home.  Barren.  I longed for home, 
family gatherings, Christmas dinner, and familiar faces of family.  I longed for a metre 
of snow, -30 degree temperatures, a good old fashion blizzard, and that incredible 
crunch, crunch sound your winter boots make when walking on hard snow in the quiet 
of the night.  You know the sound I’m talking about, right?   
 
I took some comfort in the fact that the Church we attended was having a Christmas 
Eve programme.  I thought, at least that would provide some comfort and joy.  Was I 
wrong!  Instead of silent night, holy night all is calm all is bright, the service was more 
of a combination of Wheel of Fortune and a Santa Claus parade.  There was a Santa 
Claus in church!!  I was appalled!  And distressed! 
 
The people of Israel were down and out, fearful about the future, feeling a sense of 
hopelessness about their situation.  And Isaiah saw that.  And that's why he doesn't 
begin this section with superficial joy, hollow hope, shallow good-will.  

 
Isaiah speaks to the 
people where they are 
at.  He uses the image 
of a desert to describe 
how they feel.  Why 
the desert?  After all, 
the desert isn't a 
popular image on a 
Hallmark card, nor 
does fit in with the Ho 
Ho Ho of the season.  
It's not an image that 
encourages people to 
run up the balance on 

their credit card, nor does it conjure up images of peace, tranquillity, or joy.  But Isaiah 
uses the image of the desert.  Why?   
 
The desert is often like our lives.  
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Isaiah begins with the image of a desert, 
but he doesn't end there.  Life isn't just 
a bunch of rocks, scorpions, sand, and 
tumbleweed, you know.  Our world isn't 
always fixed and nailed down.  With the 
eyes of faith, Isaiah saw a world where 
God was in control, a place where God 
was at work.  In God’s world, the desert 
will bloom!  Not only that, the eyes of 
the blind would open, the ears of the 
deaf unstopped, the lame would leap, 
and the speechless would sing. Isaiah 

painted a poetic picture of a future where God not only restored God’s people, but all 
of creation to how God intended it to be. 
 
But, it's hard to believe, isn’t it?  If a desert is a barren and lifeless place, how can it be 
transformed?  Back in the summer of 2003, when the Suderman family lived in China, 
my oldest son and I took father and son trip to western China, along the ancient Silk 
Road. The Silk Road was an ancient trading route that extended from China, through 
central Asia, and all the way to the Middle East, and into Turkey and Greece.  If you 
know your geography, then you will know that much of western China is desert, 
endless kilometres of sand, sand dunes, with hot dry air in summer and bitterly cold 
dry air in winter.  It’s a barren wasteland sprinkled with the occasional oasis.  One of 
the reasons we went there was because my son had studied about the ancient Silk 
Road, and both of us wanted to see it for ourselves. 
 

While we were travelling through the 
desert, we had the opportunity to eat 
wild leaks, a plant that grows in June 
and July in the Gobi Desert.  This 
vegetable is unique to the desert, 
because it will suddenly sprout and 
grow after it has rained.  Imagine that!  
Seeds that have lain in sand, in a 
seemingly dead and hostile 
environment for years, will suddenly 
will sprout and grow after a rain. In 
fact, not only will these green onion 
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type plants grow, but so will flowers, green grass, and all kinds of other plants will 
suddenly transform the barren wasteland into a sea of colour and life.  One person 
who lived there for years described this transformation as magical. 
 
The salvation Isaiah envisioned saw hostile environments being transformed into 
places that supported abundant life.  The "old” and “new” creation was contrasted in 
terms of hydration and desiccation: water in the wilderness, streams in the desert, 
pools from burning sand, etc. (verses 6-7). God’s work in the wilderness recalled 
Israel’s earlier wanderings from Egypt to Canaan. Then, as now, God promised to 
accompany Israel while it was in the wilderness of hopelessness, fear, and despair. 
 
The prophets saw a world that was different, and spoke a message of healing and joy.  
Isaiah didn't remain indifferent to Israel's plight; rather entered into their pain, 
hopelessness, darkness, and pointed people in the direction of life.   
 
Jesus also saw a different world, and spoke and acted in ways that brought healing and 
joy to people.  Jesus, like the prophets, entered peoples' pain, hopelessness, darkness, 
and pointed them—and us—in the direction of life.  In response to John’s question, Are 
you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?, Jesus responded by saying, 
Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the 
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news 
brought to them.  Pointing people and all of creation in the direction of life is how 
Jesus ushered in the kingdom of God. 
 
I for one am thankful that God didn't just wind up the world like you would an old 
watch, and let it go.  I’m thankful that God didn't simply stay up in heaven, and tell us 
how much God loves us.  Rather God came down time and time again into our barren 
world, our desert-filled lives, through Moses when the Hebrews were languishing in 
Egyptian slavery, through the prophets when Israel faced crises, and then, finally to a 
small town, Bethlehem.  God came to the unlikely places, away from the power centres 
of the palaces, the banks, and corporate head offices.  Away from the places of 
privilege, all the way to where you and I live, to your everyday struggles and pains and 
hurts.  All the way to our barren, hollow, desolate, dark, and hopeless places.  God 
comes to transform our barren lives, our fears, our desperations, and our despair into 
an oasis of trees, fruit, flowers, moss, and green grass.  God begins where we are and 
calls us to new life—to a life of joy. 
 
From the perspective of the end of history, conditions such as the inability to see, walk, 
and hear are characteristic of the broken old age. With the coming of Jesus, a new 
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world, a new era has dawned.  Individuals and systems are being transformed, and 
interactions and relationships are being transformed according to God’s original 
purposes. Matthew interprets people regaining sight etc. as signs that God is already 
beginning to transform the earth and the entire cosmos through the ministry of Jesus. 
After the resurrection, this ministry continues through the church. 
 
In keeping with the imagery of the desert and oasis, we could say, the church is like an 
oasis.  Not an oasis in the sense of being removed from the problems, the pain, and the 
hurt of our world.  God didn't stay up in heaven but came down to earth, to a cold 
stable and a wretched cross.  We are in the world though we are not beholden to it.  
We see things differently for we see a world in which God is in control.  Therefore, we 
are able to live lives of joy, acts in ways that promote healing, and point others in the 
direction of life.   
 
To what extent are we like an oasis of life to others in Saskatoon?  Certainly, the things 
we support through MCC provide a great deal of help and hope to the recipients.  But, 
how about you and I?  Do we provide help, comfort, healing and hope to one another 
in times of need?  Yes, this is a welcoming and friendly congregation.  But to what 
extent do we really care for one another?  
 

A number of years ago, Henry Nouwen wrote a book 
entitled, “Wounded Healer”.  The main theme in this 
book was this:  it is through our own brokenness, pain, 
and woundedness that we are able to heal other 
people, give joy and hope to other people, and 
transform a community. 
 
It’s ironic that those most able to identify with another's 
pain and hopelessness are often people who have gone 
through similar experiences.  A recovering alcoholic is 
often much better able to help another alcoholic.  
Alcoholics Anonymous was started by two former 
alcoholics.  A person who has looked death in the face is 
often better able to help a person who is facing death.  
Parents who have lost a child are often better able to 

help other parents who have just lost a child to death.  People who have gone through 
a marriage breakdown are often much better able to help people who are 
contemplating marriage. They are also often better than most people at sensing when 
marriages are in trouble.  
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Why is that?  Because they know the terrain.  They've been there.  They know the ins 
and the outs of the desert.  They know the barren terrain, the hopelessness that lies 
there.  Not only that.  They also know the way through despair towards joy, out of the 
barren wasteland to life and a different tomorrow.  Wounded healers will look for signs 
of joy and promise in a situation.  There are times when we encounter people, who 
through life’s circumstances are unable to pray.  It’s during those moments you can 
step in and pray for them, offer prayers of healing, comfort, and joy to someone who 
may have lost the ability to pray.  Wounded healers, according to Nouwen, “have the 
sensibility to notice the small mustard seed and the trust to believe.” 
 
Isaiah's vision beckons us to enter a new vision, to walk into God’s painting of what the 
world might be. His vision calls us to live by an alternative reality to our despairing 
world. Isaiah’s vision touched the earth in the child born in Bethlehem.  
 
If you want to see God coming among us, then you must wait.  You must prepare.  
Always, you must get rid of the things which bind and hinder you. 
 
This same God who allowed Isaiah to catch a glimpse, the God who let Isaiah see the 
curtain pulled back on the future of God’s world, a future where barren deserts are 
transformed, where the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to 
them—this same God can act in us, through us, and beyond us.  God’s Spirit is with us.   
 
The question for us this Advent season, is are we alert enough to perceive it, spiritually 
prepared to see and hear? 
 


