
Our Hearts’ Cry 

Read: Isaiah 40:1-11; Mark 1:1-8 

 Not everyone observes the season of Advent, not even all Christians.  We 

do; why?  Everyone looks out upon the world to see what they can see.  Some are 

good at describing it.  But just making a catalogue of observable phenomena 

doesn’t much satisfy us.  Our real hunger, our heart’s cry if you will, is not just to 

make a list of all we see, but seeing, to seek the answer to the question, “What 

does it mean?”  As far as I know, we are the only ones among God’s creatures 

who search beneath the surface for meaning.  A dog doesn’t ask what a bone 

means.  A cat on the prowl doesn’t trouble itself with the existential quandaries 

faced by mice and birds. 

 So we can observe a certain population of people called Christians setting a 

month aside every year, naming it Advent, and cultivating a particular hope, 

fanning into flame once more the expectation that Jesus is coming again.  What 

does Advent mean?  Put very tersely, Advent means that God is not finished yet.  

That proclamation begins each new year in our cycle of worship and in the 

development of our faith.  

 Every year we start with hope.  After a few short weeks, we proceed to 

celebrate nativity, the very birth of God among us, one with us at last. Immanuel: 

God with us and for us.  We rehearse our story from baptism, through temptation 

to meaningful ministry, through agonizing passion to victorious resurrection.  And 

we dare to believe that as it was for Jesus, so now it is for us.  Since Jesus’ 

mysterious ascension what really matters has been removed from our sight and 

faith is now demanded to undergird our hope.  Then comes Pentecost where the 

power of God is poured out upon all flesh, equipping us for the long stretch of 

ordinary time.  We each are appointed to become a living, life filled testimony to 

the Gospel. The hours and days and years of our day to day lives are filled with 

meaning.  And God is not done yet. 

Until Jesus was born, the preacher in Ecclesiastes had it right: there is 

nothing new under the sun.  Looking merely at the surface of things, who can 



deny it?  In Genesis we read of a great flood.  Human history ever since has 

chronicled countless earthquakes, hurricanes, volcanic eruptions, tsunamis, 

tornadoes, vast forest fires, nuclear accidents, everything from ice ages to climate 

change, all calamities threatening to overwhelm us, undo us, destroying our most 

cherished achievements and ending our precious lives in death.  In the end, all 

die.  Round and round we all go. 

Yet, the Gospel tells us, even in death, God is not done yet.  One 

anthropologist has pointed out that human beings are the only species that buries 

our dead.  And when we do, we who are Christians gather together and tell of the 

resurrection.  In the face of death, through our tears and sorrow, we proclaim life.  

We even speak of the joy of the Lord which is our strength.  We look beyond 

death to more life, vibrant and indestructible. We go from life, through death, to 

more life, eternal life, that quality of life that is found in God and only in God.  We 

are raised with Christ to newness of life. 

As empires rise and fall, as wars are fought and won and lost again, as all 

powers from human to demonic aspire to rule the world, as people and nations of 

people become hopelessly mired in sin and violence and corruption of every kind, 

as people become so nihilistically blind that all hope seems lost, we people of 

faith come along with the bold proclamation: God is not done yet!  There is 

meaning and purpose in all things because even the worst of our lives is but a 

precursor to the best yet to come.  And we are no Pollyannas.  Our hope is firmly 

grounded upon the life, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

But even before that, the people of God were nourished by God to be 

people of hope.  Israel in the time of Isaiah was a nation in exile.  Everything they 

held dear had been either stolen or shattered, everything that is, except their 

covenant relationship with God.  They had so squandered the blessings of the 

covenant that they became vulnerable to defeat and foreign domination.  But 

God was faithful.  After a long season of living under judgment, God spoke words 

of comfort through the prophet Isaiah.  “Comfort, comfort my people says your 

God…” 



God says, “Cry to her.”  A few verses later the text says, “A voice cries out.”  

Then just a little further on it reads, “A voice says, ‘Cry out.’ ” That’s a lot of 

crying; what does it mean? 

Last Sunday my daughter Julia was called to work for the third straight day.  

Kevin who is now 6 thought she was going to be home for the evening and when 

he saw her leaving he began to cry; he threw a real fit.  He felt abandoned, 

deceived, betrayed, and forlorn.  Life was not going according to his expectations 

and his plan.   

After she pulled away, he lay on the driveway, sobbing.  I tried 

unsuccessfully to console him, doing other little chores in between my failures.  

He moved around a little, trying to find just the right spot on the driveway to 

express his anguished cries.  Finally, he was sitting on a spot just below the 

basketball hoop.  It was then that Paige’s cat Penelope finally made me admit that 

she wasn’t entirely worthless.  I looked over and there was Penelope standing 

next to Kevin trying to comfort him.  I can’t say my attitudes toward her were 

totally converted, but they definitely received a significant blow.  But that’s not 

the kind of crying Isaiah is recording here. 

The first cry is an announcement that brings comfort with it.  In the past 

Israel’s  sin had brought inevitable consequences.  The penalty, exile, was severe.  

Sin had done to them what sin always does; it forges a bondage from which 

escape is only possible through God’s mercy.   

The words suggest that God is as relieved as they are.  Their calamity had 

hurt God’s heart and the time for healing had come.  Cry to her that she has 

served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has already received double 

from the Lord’s hand for all her sins. When he said they had received double, it 

was not an admission of injustice.  Were you to commit a crime with the 

mandatory sentence of 5 years and you ended up serving 10, that would be 

unjust.  Maybe “double” means there is none left over, no residue in God’s heart 

of offense and indignation.  It’s a clean slate. 



The next episode of crying: A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the 

way of the Lord…”  Here the cry has an urgency about it.  The place where the 

voice is heard is the wilderness.  In the spiritual life the wilderness serves as a 

metaphor.  It is in the wilderness where real transformation becomes 

exceptionally possible.  

 It took Israel forty years of wandering in the wilderness to wean them from 

the habits learned during 400 years of slavery in Egypt.  Some never were able to 

make the change.  They died in the wilderness, leaving it to their children, born in 

the wilderness, to inherit the Land of Promise.   

After Jesus was baptized by John in the Jordan River, the Spirit drove him 

up into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil after he had fasted 40 days.  

The trial was severe and intense.   

It was on the deserted isle of Patmos that John was alert enough in worship 

and in the Spirit to receive and write down the Book of Revelation. 

The wilderness in our spiritual journey is now called liminal space.  It is the 

place of stripping down, of being brought into a vast openness, devoid of all our 

old defenses and coping methods.  It can be brought about through suffering, or 

loss, or threat to our very lives, or experienced on pilgrimage where we walk like 

strangers in a foreign land.  The vast, flat section of the Camino called the Meseta 

was liminal space for me, as I walked mile after mile in a great wide open, isolated 

in the presence of God.  

 In the wilderness, holy work goes on inside our deepest heart.  In the 

wilderness the way of the Lord is prepared, not a crooked, bumpy, winding little 

footpath, but a broad highway, straight and true, with all obstacles removed.  It is 

a path leading us to enter and see for ourselves the glory, the brightness, the 

weight, and the significance of God’s presence in our lives.  And if this sounds too 

ethereal for you to even hope for, think again.  The mouth of the Lord has spoken.  

To enter the glory is God’s doing.  It is God’s cry of command that will do it. 

Too many of us fear the wilderness, defend ourselves against it, and when 

in it, like the Hebrew people of old, gather false gods in an attempt to blunt the 



refining force which the Holy Spirit will bring us, there in our most vulnerable 

places in life, into liminal spaces. 

The third episode of crying bluntly puts in our faces that which in the end is 

our ultimate fear and our most avoided awareness, the facing of our own 

mortality.  “A voice says, ‘Cry out!’ And I said, ‘What shall I cry?’ “   

The first cry was for comfort, the second cry was for urgency, a call to 

attention; the third cry is a summons to face reality and to live with the proper 

perspective.  Without this perspective, we tend to fritter away our lives in vain 

and empty pursuits.  We waste our days worshipping idols like money and power 

and seeking to impress one another.  We try in our own vain ways to establish our 

worth, all for naught.   

The cry of reality describes us as grass that withers and flowers that easily 

fade.  Sere winds and existential heat are brought to bear upon each life.  We pass 

away, not with a bang but with a whimper.  We kill time, and in the offing, we kill 

ourselves within a pointless banality, living a life that has missed the crowning 

glory of walking with God and serving him all of our days. 

The cry says, “Face it; face your mortality in the flesh.”  But that’s not all it 

says, thank God.  It puts next to our mortality, against what passes away so easily, 

that which will never pass away.  Here are the resources for your life that will 

enable you to really live and to always stand firm.  

 The word of our God will stand forever, and that word, that living word, is 

Jesus Christ, alive, ruling, reigning, and returning.  He is the Good Shepherd.  

Isaiah saw it from far off.  Isaiah had his mouth filled with the holy proclamation: 

“He will feed his flock like a shepherd, he will gather the lambs and carry them in 

his bosom; he will gently lead the mother sheep.”   

Isaiah saw prophetically that which we now see kerygmatically.  The Greek 

word kerygma denotes the bold proclamation of the Word of God as a spiritual 

event.  It is declaring spiritual actuality, not human wishful thinking.  Hundreds of 

years before Jesus came, God commissioned Isaiah to this kind of preaching.  “Get 



you up on a high mountain, herald of good tidings; lift up you voice with strength.  

Do not fear; say to the cities of Judah, ‘Here is your God!’ “ 

Long after Isaiah preached good news to Israel with Holy Spirit given power 

of freedom for those in exile in Babylon, in the wilderness of yet another  

captivity, Mark did the same kind of preaching to the people in their despised 

subjection to Roman imperial domination: “The beginning!  The beginning of the 

Good News.  The Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  Things are about to 

drastically change!  God is not done yet!  God, through John the Baptist, now 

through Mark, and Matthew and Luke and John and Paul, and all preachers since 

cries out: Get ready, get ready, get ready.  I am doing a new thing.  You will now 

be baptized with the Holy Spirit.  The wilderness, arid and dry, is about to be 

drenched with rivers of living water.  Cry out!  The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do 

this.  In the wilderness cry out.  In the vast stretches of unbelief, lift up your voice 

with strength.  Do not fear!  Here is your God! 

Advent means God is not done yet.  Do you dare to believe it?  Are you so 

foolish as to not believe it? 


