
Prepare the Way 

Isaiah 40:1-11 and II Peter 3:8-15a 

 

 We’ve all been in that meeting a time or two.  The one where someone keeps droning on, or 

distracting from the task at hand, or people keep filtering in late who need to be caught up before 

discussion can continue.  It was at work, or church, or maybe an after-school club, but we’ve all been 

in that meeting.  And usually that’s the one where you’ve made the mistake of sitting somewhere that 

prevents you from just getting up and walking out.  And after it’s taken twice the time you budgeted 

to cover half the material you intended, you just sit there in despair and think, ‘Am I ever going to get 

out of here?  Will this ever end?’  But it doesn’t.  It just goes on and on and you endure. 

 That sense of belligerent presence, impatient waiting, was familiar to those first hearing Isaiah 

prophecy.  Greatly magnified in their case, of course.  After years in exile, away from lands and people 

they’ve now only heard about from their parents, they are ready to leave Babylon and go home.  But 

it seems as though this exile is interminable.  It just keeps on going.  Like a preacher not sure how to 

end a sermon, their exile rambles unremittingly while the people grow restless.  No end in sight. 

 For these people, Isaiah is told, ‘Comfort, oh comfort my people.’  God says, ‘Speak tenderly,’ 

and let them know that the end of their suffering is near.  With three stirring images, Isaiah does as 

he is commanded.  He begins, ‘You, in the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord.  You, in exile, make 

the desert highway straight.  Tear down every hill to fill in every valley.  Then the walk home will be 

easy.  Home, there to behold the glory of the Lord, Jerusalem, where God abides and you will abide 

with God.  Prepare the way – you’ll traverse it soon enough.’ 

 Isaiah continues, ‘People are like grass: grass withers and flowers fade, but the word of God 

remains.’  This is no trivial comment for us to reduce to platitudes about divine eternality over and 

against our own finitude, much less a comment on the Bible.  It is a glorious hope to those in exile: the 

word of God remains!  Isaiah shouts, ‘The God who calls you, the God who claims you, that God has 

not forgotten you!  There is a power that holds you in bondage now, but that power will fade, will 

crumble, and you will be God’s people again.  The promise God made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 

that promise will not go unfulfilled.’ 

 And a third time, Isaiah proclaims, this time as though to Jerusalem, ‘Make yourself ready.  Lift 

up your voice and remind Israel that God dwells in you.  For God is coming back.  God is returning.  

And the reward of God’s mighty labours comes, too:  your exiles return home.  And there, in the 

shadow of your temple and walls, God will sustain and succour Israel once more.’   

 Three short statements are all it takes for Isaiah to say that the powers that be will be 

unseated, God will claim God’s people, and there will be peace for those who suffer now.  Three short 

statements to tell those whose hope and energy has waned to wake up and arise and prepare the 

way, for they will traverse it soon enough. 

 And soon enough, the exiles return to Jerusalem.  Babylon falls, Persia ascends, and the people 

of God return home.  Nehemiah oversees the rebuilding of Jerusalem’s walls, and Ezra raises the 

temple, and the people dwell in Zion once again.  All this, though, only to find that Jerusalem wasn’t 

all they had been led to believe.  There was still hunger here, and blindness.  Loving couples still bore 

no children and some children who were born were neglected or abused.  War still tore over their 

lands, and sickness invaded their homes.  There was oppression of the weak by the strong, the poor 

by the rich, the racially mixed by the racially ‘pure.’  In short, they had come home, but their wait was 

not over.  They had prepared the way for the Lord, they had traversed it gladly, and they found more 



of the same at the end of the road.  A familiar posture re-emerges: belligerent presence, impatient 

waiting. 

 It re-emerges and it persists.  We still find ourselves adopting that posture today.  We chafe 

when 1 of every 280 people in our world is a slave.  We bristle when 11% of the world’s children are 

forced into labor of some kind, often in the sex or drug trades.  We are unsettled when 51 million 

people are displaced from their homes by war, famine, and disease.  And when 3 million people die of 

vaccine-preventable diseases every year, we are disturbed.  We find ourselves present to the suffering 

of others, to suffering we would like to eradicate.  And yet for all our efforts we find that suffering 

continues, and we sense that our impatient actions – which we are right to perform – our impatient 

actions must be joined by a patient waiting for someone greater than ourselves to accomplish what 

we cannot.  Because begrudgingly, we recognize we are also somehow responsible for all these ills.  

So we wait and wonder, ‘Will this ever end?’. 

 To those of us who still ask this question today, Peter has a word to say.  He says, be patient 

with God because God is being patient with us.  But the day will come and is coming.  It will come 

suddenly, unexpectedly, disarmingly.  And when it arrives the heavens will be torn apart and the earth 

set ablaze.  The fire will purify and from the ashes will rise a new heaven and a new earth, one where, 

to quote Peter, ‘righteousness is at home.’  It will be an earth in which swords are beaten into 

ploughshares, in which lions and lambs lie down in peace, in which brother communes with sister in 

harmony, and where milk and honey flow out from God’s throne to bless and satisfy all of creation.  

These are the promises we have from the God who has made us, who has called us, who has claimed 

us.  These are the words of God that will not pass away.  We will not be forgotten. 

 So for those of us, sitting in Jerusalem, realizing that the suffering of our exile continues even 

here, Peter calls us to take up Isaiah’s charge once more: prepare the way of the Lord.  Yes, we wait 

for the day of the Lord, but Peter tells us ‘hasten it on’!  Even now we strive to be at peace with God 

and one another, to be without spot or blemish.  God waits patiently as we prepare for God’s coming 

.  And so we will prepare the way.  We strive even now to tear down the hill of every injustice in order 

to fill in the valley of every inequity, that God’s path may be straight.   

 And we begin our striving, our preparation, in the simplest way possible: by taking a meal 

together.  We gather together – young and old, wealthy and poor, those steady on two legs and those 

supported by canes, those wearing doctors hoods and those with blue collars – we gather despite all 

the things that might divide us in order to drink from a common cup and receive from God the same 

sustaining promise: that our sins are forgiven and the world we’ve disrupted is being set to rights.  

Come, then, and let us receive this meal God gives us.  Come, let us prepare the way of the Lord one 

with another. We’ll traverse it soon enough.  And then, perhaps, Isaiah’s prophecy will come true: 

‘The glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together.’  This is the word that will 

not pass away. Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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