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“Messengers of Hope”
Isaiah 40:1-11 & Mark 1:1-8
We knew them as bedtime stories – something tütü would tell us from his own memory rather than read to us from a book.  But whether spoken or read, a good story is only as good as the storyteller.

Many, many years ago a university-level course in storytelling for children was being offered for those enrolled in its library program.  Someone I knew at the time decided to take the course.  How hard can it be to read to three and four year old, I wondered?  

My sister Jill teaches at Makawao Elementary School.  We have had several conversations about managing a classroom of children.  Reading to children presents its own set of challenges.


It takes a little more than just reading from page to page.  The instructor of the university-level course in storytelling noted that there was no need to animate the story with broad gestures or a loud voice.  Speaking in a steady voice and being focused on the story itself is what mattered most.  In fact, the way to quickly gather the attention of the children when telling a story was to lower one’s voice almost to a whisper.

Whenever children are distracted by their own energy and conversation, speaking in a whisper seems to settle everything down.  They become aware not only of their own talking but that someone else is also talking.  

Soon they begin to wonder what is being said.  They turn from talking to listening within a very, very, very short period of time.

And all because of a whisper.  

Over 2,500 years ago the kingdom of Judah fell to the kingdom of Babylon.  At that time many of the Hebrew people were carried into exile in Babylon.   After years in Babylon, many of the Hebrew exiles built homes and established comfortable lives there.

But empires rise and fall and when Cyrus of Persia became a threat to the Babylonians, the Hebrew exiles thought that he would be more tolerant of their plight.  There was hope for a new beginning.

In our reading from The Book of Isaiah the prophet Isaiah speaks to persuade the exiles that it is time to go back to Jerusalem.  He reassures them that Cyrus will be God’s instrument in fostering their return (Isaiah 45:1). 

In 538 BCE Cyrus granted permission for the Hebrew exiles in Babylon to return to Jerusalem.  It was Cyrus who eventually provided for the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the Temple.

In our reading the prophet Isaiah speaks a message of comfort to the people of Judah and to Jerusalem.  Their suffering will come to an end and as the people prepare for their return, the prophet calls on the leaders to prepare the “way of the Lord,” to make possible the return of God’s people.

There is the voice of one crying out, not whispering, in the wilderness.  Valleys are lifted up.  Mountains and hills are made low.  The uneven ground is made level so that the people may return.

The prophet offers words of hope.  God is faithful.  Even though humankind is transitory, like grass in a field, God endures.  God’s word stands forever.  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life – Advent/Christmas/Epiphany, 2008, page 36)

In our reading from The Gospel According to Mark there is another voice crying out in the wilderness.  John the Baptizer is a messenger preparing the way for God’s coming in much the same way that Isaiah was a messenger doing the same.

Like Isaiah, John also cries out to offer words of hope to those who were distressed.  Crying out was their way of getting the attention of their listeners.   “Prepare the way of the Lord!”  And it worked.
But I imagine that for some even a whisper would have been sufficient.  Whenever we are in distress, messengers of hope remind us of God’s steadfast love.

John Fairbank was here yesterday afternoon helping put the lights on our Christmas trees.  While he was here Danny Brown happened along.  We exchanged the usual banter.

At one point I mentioned to both of them that our lesson for today was about hope and that I was having some difficulty focusing on an understanding of hope that made any sense to me.  We often tell others faced with fears and uncertainties, despair and sorrow -  “Things will get better.”

But what if they don’t get better?  What if there is only more fear, more uncertainty, more despair, more sorrow?  What are we to say then?

It was then that Danny asked, “Do you know the hymn, ‘Whispering Hope?’  Hope does not always shout,” he added.

Before much else could be said John started singing.  I found the lyrics to the hymn and it goes like this:

Soft as the voice of an angel, breathing a lesson unheard,

Hope with a gentle persuasion whispers her comforting word;

Wait till the darkness is over, wait till the tempest is done,

Hope for the sunshine tomorrow, after the shower is gone.  

If in the dusk of the twilight, dim be the region afar,

Will not the deepening darkness brighten the glimmering star?
Then when the night is upon us, why should the heart sink away?

When the dark midnight is over, watch for the breaking of day.

Hope, as an anchor so steadfast, rends the dark veil for the soul,

Whither the master has entered, robbing the grave of its goal;

Come then, O Come, glad fruition, come to my sad, weary heart;

Come, O thou blest hope of glory, never, O, never depart.

Whispering hope, O how welcome thy voice,

Making my heart in its sorrow rejoice.

We give thanks on this Second Sunday of Advent for the voices of Isaiah, John the Baptizer, and others who cry out.  But we also give thanks for the voices who speak tenderly and gently.  As we come to share the bread and the cup, may we also cry out and whisper the word of hope.
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