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God of light and life, give us hope as we wait for your coming again. When we are tempted to be grateful to have found 

you while others are lost, send us out into the darkness in search of those who need you most. We humbly pray in the 

eternal name of Jesus. May the Words of my mouth and the meditations of each heart be always acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord our Strength and our Redeemer. Amen. 

 

 “A SPARK TO BEGIN OUR ADVENT JOURNEY!”   

 

Our wrongdoing cuts us off from God, and we feel God’s absence, not because God has rejected us but because our 

wrongdoing is lodged between us and God. Three times in the psalm the term “to turn again” and “restore us” are used. 

The word brings hope mixed with longing for the past. God fed the people tears—tears of repentance and forgiveness 

was released. Life is too short to be held up by what harms us and one another. It’s a waste of time and energy. Part of 

our Advent preparation involves active waiting—expectant, braced for action—as if we are holding out a handful of 

sunflower seeds to the chickadees (as opposed to passive waiting—unfocused, careless—dropping the seeds on the 

snow as we walk away). How can we be alert to the signs of God’s presence? To the lure of false prophets and gods? 

How do we live between the “already” and the “not yet” of God’s realm? 

 

When the majority of us go away, we book up in luxury hotels or Airbnb’s which provide home comforts. The more 

appliances on offer, the more appealing an accommodation option might seem. That’s no surprise considering that 

many of us go away to chill out. For some, even the idea of doing laundry during that luxury week is too much. 

 

Sadly, easy trips like these don’t always make it onto the bucket list. They’re nice, for sure, but they don’t exactly 

create lifelong memories. When you look back in fifty years, the chances are that the majority of your hotel trips will 

blur into one. But, that’s never going to happen if you add to your bucket list a wilderness trip. 

 

Therefore, with anticipation for making awesome memories and loving caring fellowship, grab you coats, hats, scarfs, 

and comfortable footwear 5th Ave. UMC, we’re going on a “wilderness trip” for this year’s Advent preparations. Our 

trek begins around a “campfire”—a place where stories come alive and emotions intensify as we fear God’s absence, 

regret the wrongs we have done, and tremble in God’s presence. 

 

John the Baptist, the Advent town crier, came in the spirit of the prophet Isaiah to “prepare the way of the Lord.”  He 

was “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness” (Luke 3:4). 

 

Wilderness has two meanings in Isaiah and the Scriptures at large. On the one hand, the wilderness is a vastness of 

crushed gravel threat, a parched danger filled with thorns and fanged wild things. Wilderness is red in tooth and claw, 

serpents underfoot and wild animals trailing behind. God makes a “way in the wilderness.” “It shall be called the Holy 

Way; the unclean shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God’s people” (Isaiah 43:19; 35:8).  When we hear John’s 

way-in-the-wilderness proclamation in Advent, we’re being pointed to God the Savior, God who draws us away from 

deadly haunts and pitfalls. In this way, God saves us from the wilderness. 

 

We need that.  Because we get lost and wounded and tied in fancy slipknots of our own making.  But so too the 

wilderness has a second resonance in the Scriptures.  It’s a place where God saves his people, shelters his people, tends 

his people. Some combination of silence and stark breadth makes the wilderness a catalytic place of transformation. 

“Waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert.” “The wilderness becomes a fruitful field.”  “The 

desert shall rejoice and blossom” (Isaiah 35:6; 32:15; 35:1). God led his people out of slavery into the wilderness 

(Exodus 13:18). Revelation envisions the church as a winged woman, fleeing to God for refuge in the wilderness 

(12:6). God saves us in and through the wilderness. We need that kind of wilderness too, those places in our lives that 

are brilliant in their lonely emptiness. 

 

The late teacher of prayer and Cistercian monk Thomas Keating said in his old age: “I am at the point where I do not 

want to do anything except God’s will, and that may be nothing.  But nothing is one of the greatest activities there is.” 
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Sometimes, we need untamed nothingness in our lives.  We need to go beyond ourselves. We need a broad-horizon 

place to hunger and thirst and discover that our soul longs for God alone (Psalm 63:1). That’s the wilderness.  Which 

way is God leading you this Advent? 

 

“It only takes a spark, to get a fire going, and soon all those around, can warm up to its glowing. That’s how it is with 

God’s love. Once you’ve experienced it; It’s fresh like spring, you want to sing; you want to pass it on.”  

 

It’s vital that you have a fire while you’re in the wilderness. Not just for cooking but primarily for safety and security. 

It only takes a tiny spark to ignite a fire and it only takes one individual filled with the Spirit of God to ignite others 

into becoming followers of Christ. One man, John the Baptist, saw Jesus passing by and proclaimed, “Look! The Lamb 

of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29) 

 

I have been to the wilderness. It was the winter 2012, my first journey to the Holy Land. We were driven out, far out. 

Eventually we pulled onto a dusty gravel road and, after our guide gave us the requisite Holy Land warning about 

keeping ourselves hydrated, we stepped off the bus into a landscape unlike anything I had ever seen before. My first 

thought when I looked across that expanse of naked earth was, WOW! It was all exactly the same color. As far as I 

could stretch my eyes, it was all beige, like a page from a coloring book where the child used only one tan crayon. The 

earth beneath our feet was sandy and tan; there was a valley below us that was sandy and tan. There were hills in the 

distance, and they, too, were sandy and tan. There was so much tan that it became difficult for me to see any depth in 

what I was looking at. My sense of perspective was completely fooled, and the tan upon tan upon tan made the view 

seem oddly and somewhat frighteningly two-dimensional.  

 

I stood and tried to absorb what lay before me. I could see one road, a track, from Jerusalem down to Jericho where 

traveling worshipers might be set upon by brutal robbers. But beyond that, there was nothing that even whispered of 

civilization. Vacant hills jagged up from the ground, pressing in on each other in rows like shark’s teeth. They seemed 

an impossible maze to me, a tangle no path could ever penetrate. The view was bleak and hopeless, a world of 

stumbling over rocks and skidding down dusty hills, a world of disorientation, where you risked losing not only your 

water or your way, but also yourself. 

 

So, I have been to the wilderness. I have known what it is to stand before the landscape of my own life and see only 

one drab, lifeless color. I have known what it is to look out, far out into the future and to see only pain and suffering, 

each looming on top of the other. I have known what it to find myself in a hostile universe I could have never 

imagined, where my grief and anger and confusion and fear became so intensely tangled that I could see no way 

forward, no path to pierce the thicket of my soul. I have known what it to see only obstacles to stumble over, only 

crooked tracks to get lost on and dead ends to crash into. I have known what it is to feel the utter desolation of a wild, 

unfamiliar world stretching out before me, from the bare pathway under my feet to the stark, vacant horizon.  

 

I imagine that you, like me, have been to the wilderness. Because I imagine that you, like me, have known pain. 

Perhaps you, like me, have known what it is to watch someone you love be devoured by illness and then, finally, die. 

Perhaps you, like me, have known what it is to wait, panicked, for a doctor’s call, for a diagnosis, for a decision. 

Perhaps you, like me, have known what it is to feel a relationship sliding away from you, to feel your faith falter and 

fail, to feel unfamiliar with the person looking back at you in the mirror. Perhaps you have known what it is to be so 

unsure of your next step that you can’t step at all. Perhaps you have known what it is to have a loved one ripped away 

so suddenly that you lose your breath. Perhaps you have known what it is to watch someone you love tumbling into 

addiction and to know that you cannot catch them. Perhaps you have known what it is to be hated simply because of 

who God made you to be. Perhaps you have known what it is to feel your last safety net fall away, or to feel yourself so 

alone that the simple touch of a stranger’s handshake almost makes you weep, or to feel that unwanted familiar 

companion of depression lurking around the corner. Perhaps you have known what it is to find yourself so far down the 

wrong path that it seems easier to just keep walking, even if it’s off a cliff, than to try to wend your way back. Perhaps 

you have known what it is to wake up to one more news cycle that pushes you over into despair, wondering how truth 

will ever spring up from this earth, how righteousness and peace will live long enough to kiss each other, how 
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Jerusalem will ever again hear words spoken tenderly to her. Perhaps you have known what it is to find yourself 

looking out, far out, seeing only the color of desolation, pain upon pain upon pain. 

 

We have been to the wilderness. And God has been there too. God has spent a great deal of time there, in fact, with 

Abraham and Sarah, with Jacob and Leah and Rachel, with Moses and Miriam. God has journeyed through the 

wilderness with the people of Israel, listening to them complain and watching them wander away and loving them all 

the while. God has sat down in the wilderness with Elijah and flown through it with David when they were on the run. 

God knows the wilderness. But when God looks out upon that world, God does not see a land of uniform hopelessness; 

God sees a blank canvas, ready for something new. God sees a template with no limits, no bounds, where anything 

might happen. When God looks out upon the wilderness, God sees a place that is ripe for miracles. 

 

When God looks out upon the wilderness, God sees a place where water can spring from rocks, where food can appear 

like dew upon the ground. God sees a place where angels can have free reign, where they can show us a ladder into 

grace or feed us with wild honey cakes or, if necessary, wrestle us into revelation. When God looks out upon the 

wilderness, God sees a place where a people can find their way to a holy home, and then find their way back again. 

God sees a place for new birth, for baptisms and holy doves and words that fall from heaven. God sees that the 

wilderness is a good place for miracles, the best place, perhaps, for there is nothing there – no security, no 

accomplishments, no pride, no self-confidence – that can distract us from his presence. When we stand before God in 

that blank canvas of despair or worry or loneliness or grief, our sins and our false selves and even our virtues can fall 

away until all that remains is what is most true about us – that we are still wet with the waters of baptism, that we are 

still beloved, that we are still God’s. 

 

The wilderness is a place of miracles. Why else would God tell Isaiah that he would come on a highway in the 

wilderness? Why else would God send John the Baptizer out into the wilderness to proclaim the coming of the 

Kingdom? Why else would God promise to make the valleys of the wilderness lifted up and the mountains low and the 

uneven ground level and the rough places a plain? Because the wilderness is a holy place, a place God chooses again 

and again as the setting of his righteous, merciful, miraculous acts. 

 

This 1st Sunday of Advent, each of you are lovingly and earnestly invited into the wilderness, invited to repent and to 

let go of those things that tether you to that which withers and fades. But for some of us, Advent finds us already there, 

wandering through our grief or frustration or fear. Either way, Advent reminds us, assures us, that the wilderness has 

gifts to offer, and if we can only be still and listen, we can find comfort there, and tenderness; forgiveness and relief, 

joy and reward, and the glory of the Lord. For there is one who is coming for whom the wilderness holds no fear. There 

is one who is coming for whom the wilderness marks the very heart of good news. There is one who is coming.      

 

People are rarely neutral about the approach of Christmastime. Some of us reside at a North Pole of intense anticipation 

and excitement, while others of us hole up at a South Pole of irritation and dread. 

 

Usually, I am at the north end of the Christmas polarity. But there have been a few Advent seasons during which I have 

found myself at the South Pole, feeling strangely empty and somehow exhausted by all the hoopla. Since our oldest 

daughter Marissa passed away, many of my Christmases have been like that for me. And while I was fortunate enough 

to have excited young adult kids in my home to drag me back into the festivities, I still get a little taste of the sadness 

that characterizes Advent for many people. And having Amme Joy experiencing her 1st Christmas this year, I look 

forward to a major North Pole occurrence.  

 

This pandemic Advent/Christmas season that is all about family can and will be a desperately lonely time for people 

who find themselves living in isolation, grieving the loss of a loved one, or trying to cope with family stress. And for 

those of us who follow the church calendar, if Advent happens to come at a time when we are in a spiritual wilderness, 

the call to open up our hearts to the season can intensify our experience of doubt or alienation. 

 

Undoubtedly, some people are just not “feeling it” this Advent, due to temperament or circumstance or who knows 

what. Perhaps the season finds you at a South Pole of sadness or in a wilderness of spiritual isolation. If that’s the case, 
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it’s important to remember that Advent is a season all about longing and emptiness and waiting. It is a season set aside 

to help us realize that we need deliverance from our current condition. 

  

“Comfort, comfort my people,” Isaiah begins. “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem” (v. 1). And then a voice cries, “In the 

wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God” (v. 3). 

 

This metaphor of a kind of superhighway being made through the wilderness is a favorite theme of Isaiah’s. It asks the 

listener to picture the rough, nearly impassable terrain to the east of Jerusalem being smoothed out into a wide and 

welcoming path. And it has at least two layers of meaning. 

 

First, for the long-exiled Israelites, it’s a promise of a yearned-for homecoming; where the prophet promises the 

Israelites that they will eventually re-enter Zion, singing with joy as they go. He assures them that they’ll get there by 

traveling a highway of holiness that is devoid of lions and other beasts. In other words, a path is going to open up for 

them that is free from threat or danger. 

 

But the metaphor resonates with another meaning, too. Whenever a king was coming to town, a herald was sent ahead 

to announce the impending arrival and to make sure that they host city rolled out the red carpet and prepared the way. 

So, to the Israelite ear, the voice of one calling to prepare the way in the wilderness means not only that they are going 

to get to go home, but also that the Lord himself is on his way. 

 

Isaiah reminds his listeners that everything changes when the king comes to town. “Every valley shall be raised up,” he 

promises, “every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain” (40:4). 

 

This idea of the low places being lifted up, and the mountains being flattened, catches my attention. Do you find that 

during this amazing and expecting season of Advent, you’re in a mass of high and low places? Be assured disciples of 

Christ, Isaiah asks us to allow our places of overconfidence to be leveled to a proper humility, and our zones of despair 

to be raised up to courage and hope. 

 

There’s a reason we must have Advent before Christmas. We must reckon with the dark if we are ever to be truly 

embraced by the Light. We have to know we’re in trouble before we have the good sense to cry out for help. We have 

to feel our aloneness in order to open up to the wide arms of grace. We have to know we’re lost in bad location before 

we gain the good sense to follow God who leads us home. 

 

Isaiah reminds us that God takes us through the wilderness, not around it. This is good news since life will, sooner or 

later, carry all of us into the rugged, isolated, despairing badlands. Eventually, all of us will have to walk through the 

valley of the shadow of death. 

 

So here we are, waiting. Some of us have surrendered hope. Some of us have forgotten the God who makes a 

wonderful way through the wilderness. Halleluiah, God came to us as a baby; placed in an animal trough for a bed. And 

God will come to us in Jesus once again. God has led the people through the wilderness once, and God will lead his 

people, you and I, through the wilderness again. And again. 5th Ave. UMC, our 2020 Advent Wilderness journey has 

only just begun. To God be the glory. Amen! 


