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‘Comfort ye, Comfort ye my people saith your God’
· the words from Isaiah 40 that Handel set to music in his masterpiece ‘Messiah’

It continues
‘Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God’

· so important is this OT text that it is quoted in all four of the gospels 
                                                                                         (esp Mark 1.3)

· this does not happen with many texts at all

While the world tells us to get out of our ‘comfort zones’
God calls people to come into one

When Isaiah 40 was spoken, Israel had suffered many years in discomfort, dislocation and disorientation

· it seemed as if the God of Israel had left them 

· and that the gods of Babylon and Persia were more mighty and powerful than the Lord

· they were in a very bad place

Then, coming to the start of the NT it seems again as if the might of Rome and its pantheon of gods had also defeated the God of Israel

· but John the Baptist strikes up in Mark 1
‘Prepare the way of the Lord’ – quoting Isaiah 40
‘Get the road ready’ GNB

· (the start of 20 chapters in Isaiah sometimes known as the ‘Book of Consolation’)
In the desert John enacts this by baptising an enormous number of people from Jerusalem and the countryside in the River Jordan

· as if to say:
‘God’s is as available to you as all the water in this river’

But the people had grown up in a tight and stingy religious environment where you were told it was hard to know God, and don’t start believing that God loves you easily or willingly

In the way the Temple ‘did God’ there were:
· hoops to jump through

· requirements to fulfil

· and money to pay

       before you could even think you might have the attention of God

It all seemed to hinge on how good you had been and your social class whether God loved you or not, or accepted you
It is the job of the church to spread the free mercy and unconditional love of God

· God does  not come to people because they are good

· God does not love people because they’ve ‘really tried hard’
· God does not accept people on the basis of any sense of worthiness

God does not love you because you are good

God loves you because God is good

And this love is as free to everyone as the waters in a mighty flowing river

· so John plunges the people into the Jordan’s depths

· under-cutting the monopoly  of the religious systems of the Temple

Unfortunately institutional religion has a tendency to make getting to God hard and complicated

· some churches say that their way is the only right way

· messages are put out that if you don’t take communion you will not receive what God has to give

· we make the business of God such a mystery that ordinary folk feel that they 
        will never know enough
        be good enough
        or worthy enough

· and so the clergy become a ‘necessary’ middle management without whom you can not know God and his love – “We can’t do this without a vicar!”
· this is offensive to the God of Israel – God is as free and available as the waters of a river

But we simply do not believe that this is true in the here and now – We say ‘nothing is free!’

· in Isaiah the prophet calls out, “What shall I say?”

· “Say to the cities of Judah, ‘Here is your God!’”
· Here and now God is available
The job of the church is to make straight the highway of the Lord

· to open people’s access to God

· (not hedged with conditions and ‘only ifs’)
· so that they can know God’s love in the ordinary affairs of each and every day

So what is the problem?

The problem is that we do not believe this good news

· we do not feel that we are worthy enough for God to love us
   (we are not worthy enough, yet God still loves us)
· we cannot accept that God’s heart towards us is permanent and unconditional 
   (it can’t be – we cry)

· so we live in fear of God

· and not in love with God
· we are scared of God
You cannot fall in love with the one you fear – and so we do not live in love
Fill the valleys!

Level the hills!

Make straight the bends!

So that we might believe (first) that it could be true that God loves us so

There is nothing you can do to make God love you one little bit more

And (unbelievably) there is nothing you can do to lose one little bit of God’s rich love
(not even by disbelieving!)

On the days we feel rejected and we hate ourselves, believing that God does not love us

It is we who make straight roads crooked and install steep inclines

We are now in Advent

· and God comes to comfort his people

· because access to God has been made open and easy and free
· so if anyone makes it complicated – don’t listen to them

The only complicated bit is undoing the mess of having made it complicated in the first place
· as someone once advised preachers, ‘Be very careful what you put into people’s heads, because it is very hard to get it out again’

So get that old rubbish out of your head – another way of looking at ‘repentance’
And get immersed in the love of God – that is:

· all around

· free

· never ending

· and life transforming
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