
Isaiah 35:1-10   1 The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad; the desert shall rejoice and blossom; 

like the crocus 2 it shall blossom abundantly and rejoice with joy and shouting. The glory of Lebanon 

shall be given to it, the majesty of Carmel and Sharon. They shall see the glory of the Lord, the majesty 

of our God. 3 Strengthen the weak hands and make firm the feeble knees. 4 Say to those who are of a 

fearful heart, “Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God. He will come with vengeance, with terrible 

recompense. He will come and save you.” 5 Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of 

the deaf shall be opened; 6 then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for 

joy. For waters shall break forth in the wilderness and streams in the desert; 7 the burning sand shall 

become a pool and the thirsty ground springs of water; the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp; the 

grass shall become reeds and rushes. 8 A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way. 

The unclean shall not travel on it, but it shall be for God’s people; no traveler, not even fools, shall go 

astray. 9 No lion shall be there, nor any ravenous beast; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed 

shall walk there. 10 And the ransomed of the Lord shall return and come to Zion with singing; everlasting 

joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 
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Thirty-three years ago, James Cameron wrote, directed, and released on of his early movie epics 

entitled “The Abyss” starring Ed Harris and Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio.  They play deep sea oil 

riggers who host a Navy Seal team seeking to recover nuclear warheads from a downed US submarine 

before the Soviets can get to it.  They are under pressure, as a hurricane is bearing down on that location.  

While down in the deeps of the sea, they encounter another life form.  The scientists on the rig respond 

with curiosity and trust.  The Seal team responds with fear and suspicion.  I don’t need to recap the 

whole plotline for you.  Rather, what I remember is a scene where the huge Navy Destroyer topside is 

being tossed around in the hurricane like a toy, but the oil rig thousands of feet beneath the surface 

senses none of it.  Deep down, all is calm, still, quiet.  The hurricane can’t touch the deep. 

Our theme this third week in Advent is joy.  When I think about how to illustrate the kind of joy that 

God instills in the faithful, that deep sea image is the most profound one I can think of – a joy that lives 

deep and can’t be shaken by the storms on the surface.  Joy is different than happiness.  Happiness is an 

emotional response to good things happening around us.  It correlates to circumstances.  Many 

experience happiness at this time of year.  We connect with good friends and family, we enjoy 

wonderful food, we delight in singing and concerts and specials, we take time off from work and relax a 

little bit.  And many of us, whether we have religious faith or not, find ourselves grateful and charitable 

at this time of year.  We also find ourselves mindful of those for whom this is a difficult time – those 

grieving losses, those facing illness, those struggling with unemployment or underemployment, those 

with difficult family or living situations.  We Americans have made the pursuit of happiness our national 

creed, which bothers me on some level, because nobody is happy all the time.   

Joy is different – joy is the unshakable sense deep within us that good is around us even when we 

aren’t experiencing it.  It’s not an emotional response.  It’s a gift.  Joy comes from God, and it lives 

deep, buoying our spirits, our hope, our faith.  Joy undergirds our gratitude even in the difficult 

circumstances, and it shapes our character as we face grim choices or troubled times.  To be joyful is not 

a feeling.  To be joyful is a perspective – a way of seeing the world.  13th century mystic and desert 

father Thomas Aquinas once wrote that joy is born of love.  Every loving act builds joy deep inside.  To 

be joyful is to see potential, possibilities, goodness, and hope, even when it’s not immediately obvious.   
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To be joyful is to be part of God loving work in the world.  Fred Rodgers, who molded generations of 

children with his beautiful show on PBS, tells about a time the first time he witnessed tragedy and 

experienced grief as an adolescent.  Struggling with how to cope with what he was feeling, his mother 

advised him to look for the helpers, because they’re always there.  One just has to look.  That advice 

influenced him profoundly and shaped him into the helper he would eventually become.  He was never 

an exuberant man, but no one can deny the deep joy that lived in him, radiated from him, informed his 

life’s work.  He had learned to look for, identify, and tap into the good.  That is the calling of joy.   

“In his book Destiny Is Character, the late Senator John McCain shared an experience from his 

years as a prisoner of war in North Vietnam during the Vietnam War.  McCain was captured when his 

plane was shot down over Hanoi, and he spent five-and-one-half years in a brutal North Vietnamese 

prison.  He was tortured frequently in those years and spent much of his time in solitary confinement. 

“One night, as punishment for communicating with another prisoner, McCain was tied up tightly and 

thrown into the punishment cell.  To his surprise, a North Vietnamese guard snuck into McCain’s cell 

and loosened the ropes binding his arms, so he wouldn’t suffer so much pain. 

“McCain didn’t understand why his enemy would show him such kindness until a few months later.  

It was Christmas morning, and the prisoners had been allowed outside for a few minutes of fresh air. 

The guard who had snuck into McCain’s cell a few months earlier walked up beside him.  He did not 

speak or make eye contact, but in the dirt, the guard scratched the image of the cross with his shoe.  

Then he rubbed the cross out and walked away.  The enemy guard was a follower of Jesus.  That’s why 

he had risked his life to lessen McCain’s suffering. 

“McCain wrote, “For just that moment I forgot all my hatred for my enemies, and all the hatred most 

of them felt for me.  I forgot about…the interrogators who persecuted my friends and me.  I forgot about 

the war, and the terrible things that war does to you. I was just one Christian venerating the cross with a 

fellow Christian on Christmas morning.” [4 ¶s from Carlos E. Wilton, Glow Of A Candle, Sign Of The 

Cross, © 2006; as used in “Join the Singing” by King Duncan, https://sermons.com/.] 

I don’t know that McCain would label that moment “joy”.  I don’t know that I would either.  But it 

was a relief to remember who he was beyond war, to tap into a deeper part of himself and find a 

glimmer of good.  And that, I understand intuitively – that remembering, that connection, that moment 

of hope – that is where joy reveals itself.  Not happiness.  Joy.  Connection.  Remembrance.  Gratitude.  

Life. 

Today is known as Gaudete Sunday, taken from the first word of the Latin mass for Third Advent:  

Gaudete which means “Rejoice”.  It is taken from the 4th chapter of Paul’s letter to the Philippians, 

where he calls on the people to rejoice in the Lord always!  In the days when Advent began with All 

Saints Day, Gaudete Sunday was a day to relax the penitential nature of the season and to focus on the 

scriptural call to rejoice and celebrate God’s arrival and God’s redeeming.  Paul offers the admonition to 

rejoice even in the midst of persecution and conflict in the church, assuring us that to rejoice in God is 

good for us.  It reminds us of who and whose we are. 

It's worth noting that joy doesn’t ignore the realities around us.  Paul writes to rejoice in all things, 

even in hardship, because we meet God in those moments, as McCain did.  If we turn to our scripture 

lesson this morning, we note that Isaiah begins our lesson this morning in the desert.  I have never been 

to the desert myself, but others tell me it can be beautiful, full of colors and textures and scents that are 

unique to that environment.  Which I don’t doubt.  But when Isaiah speaks of the desert, he’s not talking 

about an ecosystem or an environment.  He’s talking about a place where one feels isolated, both from 

others and most notably, from God.  When scripture references the desert or the wilderness, it’s not a 

nice place for a campout.  It’s a place where one is lost, alone, wandering, disoriented, exhausted, 

thirsty, vulnerable.  The desert is both a physical barrier and a spiritual state, particularly for Isaiah’s 

people, living in exile from their homeland.   
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In order to really understand what’s happening in Isaiah’s writings today, we actually need to look 

back at Isaiah 34.  I’m not going to read the whole thing, just a couple of verses.  Listen to what Isaiah 

writes:  “The streams of Edom shall be turned into pitch, and the soil into sulfur.  The land shall burn; 

smoke shall go up forever…  God shall stretch the line of confusion and the plummet of chaos over it. 

They shall call it: No Kingdom There…  Thorns shall grow over its strongholds, nettles and thistles in 

its fortresses. It shall be the haunt of jackals, an abode for ostriches and hyenas.  There shall the owl nest 

and lay and hatch and brood in its shadow; and the buzzards shall gather…”  Can you picture what he’s 

describing?  The darkness, the smell of sulfur, the taste of ash, the screech of the own, the buzzards 

circling.  It’s a grisly, macabre image, isn’t it?  And then chapter 35 begins, and all the sudden, in the 

wasteland, in the desert, in the horrible lostness, there’s light and water and growing things like flowers 

and fruit and vines and trees and crops.  The scavenger animals are gone, and the domesticated ones 

return.  And there’s a road, a direction, a way forward.  And the people come.  And where one was once 

lost, alone, wandering, disoriented, exhausted, thirsty, vulnerable, one is now in community, with 

direction and purpose and resources and safety.   

God does not pull us out of the desert.  Instead, God transforms the landscape.  This is how God 

works – not by making our deserts go away, but by providing his companionship, which in turn, 

provides what we need to truly thrive in all circumstances. 

I love what Jack Harnish writes about this:  “I realize it doesn't fully answer all the tough questions 

of life.  It doesn't fully address the need for justice in the world, the cry for peace, and the prayer for 

freedom.  It doesn't deal directly with the lingering racism, the latent prejudice or intolerance of other 

religions which is rampant in our society this Christmas.  It doesn't deal with the agony of AIDS in 

Africa or the personal tragedy of loneliness.  There is more to be said and more work to be done.  But 

the song of Advent gives us the courage and the hope to move in confidence through the challenges 

before us. It makes firm the feeble knee and strengthens the weak hand for the work ahead with a vision 

of what can be and what will be by the grace of God.  It’s one we can see, smell, taste, hear, feel.  Can’t 

you sense the underground river of joy welling up like streams in the desert?”  [from “Great Joy” by 

John E. Harnish, https://sermons.com/.]  It saturates the ground.  It comes from the deep places.  And it 

transforms the desert into a life-giving oasis. 

“Rev. Michael Dent, a United Methodist pastor, tells about a church sign he used to pass as he drove 

each week from his student parish to seminary at Southern Methodist University in Texas.  The sign 

always fascinated him, but he was always in a hurry to get to school or to get home, so he never turned 

toward the church to see if it really existed. 

“What fascinated him was the name on the church sign:  Little Hope Baptist Church. 

“Michael Dent says, “Forget about the name Baptist; think about the name Little Hope.  Why would 

any congregation want be named Little Hope Church?  Why would anyone be attracted to a church 

called Little Hope?  After all, it sounds like a tiny, struggling, theologically challenged group of God’s 

people.” 

“He thought maybe the sign was a joke!  Maybe it doesn’t really exist at all!  And so, one beautiful 

Sunday afternoon, Michael Dent and his wife and mother-in-law decided to make a journey to see if 

they could find the church advertised on the sign.  And there it was just as he remembered it.  So they 

turned in the direction the sign pointed, drove for a while and found another sign. And finally their 

persistence paid off! 

“Now,” asks Pastor Dent, “What would you expect a church named Little Hope to look like?  Small, 

decaying, unkempt and unloved? 

“There was a church building there.  There was a sign outside that said Little Hope Baptist Church. 

And guess what?  The church named Little Hope had a paved parking lot, a big brick sanctuary, a 

church van with a garage-like parking place and a covered drop-off.  There was a lovely parsonage next 

door.  And the parking lot was full of cars.”   
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“Even more importantly there was a historical marker telling some of the church’s history.  And it 

concluded with these words, “This congregation continues its long tradition of helping community 

members in need and supports various missionary and outreach entities.”  Michael Dent concludes his 

story with these words: “What we learned in our pilgrimage to the Little Hope Church last Sunday 

afternoon is that this historic congregation is a big hope church.  It just happens to serve a community 

whose name, for whatever reason, is Little Hope, Texas!”  [7 ¶s from 

http://www.marvinumc.com/main.php?sort=&return_id=400&return_name=Sermons%20?%20Michael

%20Dent&resource=1013; as used in “Unnoticed at Your Own Party” by King Duncan, 

https://sermons.com/.] 

I like that.  A big hope church in a little hope town.  A big hope spirit in a little hope world.  That’s 

what we want to be, isn’t it.  And that’s where the joy runs deep.  Far beneath the surface, beneath the 

sulfer fumes and black clouds and burning pitch and the thorns, nettles, and thistles, a wellspring is 

rising.  Water is about to break forth in the wastelands, to wash away all the despair, and little hope will 

rejoice and deep joy will rise.   

Isaac Watts understood this.  He captures the imagery of Isaiah 35 so beautifully.  You know his 

words: 

No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest the ground. 

He comes to make his blessings flow far as the curse is found; 

Far as the curse is found; far as, far as the curse is found! 

[from UMH #246 “Joy to the World” by Isaac Watts / GF Handel] 

 

Joy to the world!  Amen. 


