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“Words of Joy in the Aftermath of War”
Isaiah 35:1-10 & Luke 1:47-55
It came in a scene near the end of the film.  Those of you who have seen “Terms of Endearment” will know the scene.  I don’t remember the characters' names but I do remember the names of the actresses.  What I recall is the following:
After her daughter, played by Julia Roberts, is buried and almost everyone at the graveside is gone, Sally Fields is left to ponder the loss she must now face.  “Why?  Why? Why?” she asks repeatedly, “Why?  I just want to know why?  Why did she have to die?”

Surrounded by friends played by actresses Olympia Dukakis, Shirley MacLaine, and Daryl Hannah, Sally Fields is unable to find an answer to her question.  Her friends simply listen.

As she paces back and forth, at times turning away from her friends and then back, she comes to the sudden realization that she is angry.  “I am so angry,” she declares with clenched fists.  “I am so angry.  I just want to hit something.”

It is then that Olympia Dukakis grabs hold of Shirley MacLaine and says, “Here, hit her!  Hit Wisa.  All your life you’ve been wanting to hit her.  Now’s your chance.  Take a good swing.”

MacLaine is stunned.  Hannah is stunned.  Fields is stunned.  And after a momentary pause Fields begins to laugh as does Dukakis.  

MacLaine is incredulous and she walks off.
Hannah chides Dukakis letting her know that Jesus wouldn’t have taken too kindly to what she had just done to which Dukakis replies with gentle affection, “Oh, lighten up!”

As MacLaine hobbles up a hill, Dukakis calls out to her, “I was only kidding.  You know I love you.”

Whatever may be said about the film, what struck me about that particular scene was the way in which a moment of great joy had sprung forth from a moment of profound sorrow.  Dukakis manages to set Fields free from the weight and burden of her feelings of sorrow and anger not by denying their existence but by acknowledging them. What a relief it was to join in the laughter and to realize that by becoming aware of our own sorrow and anger we too will be set free.  
We live in a world filled with more than its share of sorrow and anger.  While we may be troubled by the death of loved ones whose lives come to an end because of illness or disease, for so many others in the world there is what seems to be the unending cycle of violence and war.

The tragic consequences of war is evident in our reading from The Book of Isaiah.  The prophet Isaiah directs his words to those who had been exiled from Judah to Babylon by the Assyrians in the sixth century BCE after the fall of Jerusalem.  The heartland of the Assyrian empire lay in what is now northern Iraq. 
Hundreds of miles separated the exiles from the land of Judah.  It is said that with the passing of time Jerusalem had become only a memory for many of them passed down from the previous generation.  

It may be that for those who were able to achieve a level of comfort and prosperity, any thoughts of leaving Babylon became less and less appealing.  Yet for others there was only sorrow and sadness.
As the Assyrian empire began to decline Isaiah sought to engage his listeners in considering a return to Jerusalem.  In the aftermath of the war, Isaiah sought to convey the peace, hope, and now joy of both a wilderness and a people renewed.  

Isaiah turns to the rich imagery of land and water.  Four words are used in the Hebrew to describe dry, arid places including wilderness, dry land, desert, and thirsty ground.  Other words are used to describe God’s gift of water including streams, pools, springs, swamp, and waters.  (John Indemark, Seasons of the Spirit, Advent/Christmas/Epiphany, 2007-2008, page 66)
In the end Isaiah asserts that God brings life to dry places and those who are thirsty.  There is a way home and Isaiah is clear that the journey begins with the first step.  

The promise of Isaiah is that joy and gladness shall come and that “sorrow and sighing shall flee away.” (Isaiah 35:10)  The promise of Isaiah is also the promise of Mary.
In our reading from The Gospel According to Luke it is Mary who reminds us that in the midst of the proud and powerful, it is God who lifts up the lowly.  God looks upon her with favor and in time the world will rejoice with the coming of the Christ Child into the world.

It is a joy we must not confuse with happiness.  The two can be the same, but we know that joy runs much deeper than happiness and that it carries with it a sense of contentment and inner peace, a sense of serenity and security that shall be to all people.

The blind will receive their sight, the lame will walk, those who are sick will be cleansed and healed, the deaf will hear, the dead will be raised to new life, and the poor will have good news brought to them.  (Luke 7:22)  And like Isaiah we trust that such things shall come to pass.

As we gather here this morning on the third Sunday of Advent we look not only at the sorrow and sadness in our lives and in our families.  We also look at the sorrow and sadness all around us in a world still at war with itself.  And amid such moments, we hold fast to the joy that is ours in Jesus Christ.  In one sense, our joy is foolishness to the world.  
How is it that Isaiah would dare to speak of joy in the aftermath of war?  How is that he would dare to say that the dry land shall be glad and the desert shall bloom?

How is that we would embrace one another in our moments of sorrow and sadness?  We speak of such joy and we embrace one another because we trust the words of Isaiah and the promise of the prophets as we remember and anticipate the birth of the Christ Child once more:  "Here is your God!"
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