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Reflection for February 7, 2021 
 
Praise the LORD! 
    Because it is good to sing praise to our God! 
    Because it is a pleasure to make beautiful praise! 
2 The LORD rebuilds Jerusalem, gathering up Israel’s exiles. 
3 God heals the brokenhearted 
    and bandages their wounds. 
4 God counts the stars by number, 
    giving each one a name. 
5 Our Lord is great and so strong! 
    God’s knowledge can’t be grasped! 
6 The LORD helps the poor, 
    but throws the wicked down on the dirt! 
7 Sing to the LORD with thanks; 
    sing praises to our God with a lyre! 
8 God covers the skies with clouds; 
    God makes rain for the earth; 
God makes the mountains sprout green grass. 
9     God gives food to the animals— 
    even to the baby ravens when they cry out. 
10 God doesn’t prize the strength of a horse; 
    God doesn’t treasure the legs of a runner. 
11 No. The LORD treasures the people 
who honor God, 
    the people who wait for God’s faithful love.          (Psalm 147) 
 
Sometimes I am amazed how a scripture can seem to come up in the lectionary 
just when you need it. Isaiah 40 takes me back to my childhood and the little 
country church in Mt. Lehman that I grew up in. Rev. Ben was one of our 
ministers. He was a tall Irishman, who could tell a good story. This was one of his 
favourite verses. When I hear it read, I am instantly transported back there, it 
brings me comfort. 
 
These are days when we need comfort. As individuals, we may have faced harder 
things, but never in my lifetime has the whole world been going through a crisis of 
this level all at the same time.  
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Isaiah 40 is a poignant piece of poetry that invites the reader to contemplate God 
in relation to humanity, to remember God’s power and how those who wait for 
the Lord shall renew their strength (v. 31). There is hope in that. And who does 
not need a little hope right now? 
 
Back in the fall, I hit the wall.   I was feeling anxious, not sleeping. It was probably 
a combination of stress from the pandemic, being isolated from family and 
friends, being back in a classroom (which has always been a source of insecurity). 
A million little things all coming together at once. I wonder if any of you have felt 
something similar this past year.  Thankfully, I have some great friends who I 
could talk to, and a faith that lets me know I am not alone in my struggles. This is 
one of my “go to” scripture passages that remind me that God can renew my 
strength, enabling me to get through those tough moments. Faith also gives me 
an understanding that the current state of the world is not the way it has to be. 
That a new way of life is possible, the kingdom of heaven. That is good news.   
 
Isaiah 40 addresses a tired and weary people who likely had some trouble 

imagining a new future. The first hearers of this poem were likely those in exile in 

Babylon. They were the faint and the powerless. 

 

This section of the chapter starts over with forceful rhetorical questions (“Have 

you not known? Have you not heard?”). The theme of knowing and hearing runs 

through the entire book of Isaiah (1:3; 5:19; 6:9; 48:6-8, etc.). 

Verses 21-24 question how it is that the people do not recognize God’s creative 

power and then give examples of this power that would be difficult to miss. The 

first image in verse 22 is of a dome over the earth, with God sitting atop it. 

Meanwhile, below, the much tinier, much less powerful inhabitants go about 

their business, like insects in a terrarium. The dome, as the Israelites would have 

imagined it, acted as a solid boundary to protect the earth from the waters of 

chaos (Genesis 1:6-8). What kind of creator is this? One who sets life-giving 

boundaries. One who keeps the waters of chaos at bay. 

The second image in verse 22 is of the LORD stretching out the heavens like a 

tent. The image of God preparing a home resonates across time. What kind of 
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creator is this? One who makes a home for God’s creatures. One who provides 

and protects. 

At first blush, the image in verse 23 of the LORD bringing “princes to naught” and 

making “the rulers of the earth like nothing” seems to have little to do with 

creation and to run counter to the above acts of provision and protection. In 

verse 23 the Hebrew word translated as “nothing” in the NRSV is the same word 

translated as “void” in Genesis 1:2 (tohu). One recalls that in Genesis it was into 

such a formless void that God spoke creation. God has power even over 

“nothingness.” 

As for the princes, a good and orderly ruling of the world has much to do with the 

created order in the Hebrew Bible. Whatever void occurs from the loss of these 

rulers, God will fill this void with something new. Creation is not a one-time act 

but ongoing, sustaining activity that includes fostering societies that operate in 

life-giving ways. When that ruling is neither good nor orderly, God just might blow 

as one blows chaff, making room for a new creation.  

“To whom will you compare me?” (verses 25). Once more creation imagery serves 

as a way to address the concern. Look to the heavens with their host, the moon, 

and the stars. God has named them and claimed them. In the same way, God has 

named and claimed Israel. As God has named and claimed us. 

Verses 28-31 look toward the future. The same power used to make the heavens 

and the earth will be leveraged on behalf of the people to form them into a new 

creation.  

Part of this creative work will be renewing and strengthening the people as the 

work of this new creation is accomplished. God may not be tired, but humans are. 

For the Israelites of the time, imagining a new future, physical travel toward 

Jerusalem, and rebuilding a city still largely destroyed are activities that require 

energy. For us hearing this poem now, imagining a new future post-pandemic, a 

new future for our community of faith, can take energy, as well. Those trusting in 
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the incomparable LORD, however, will have the energy to move forward into the 

new creation that the LORD has in store. 

Those who returned to Jerusalem would find their share of struggle and 

disappointment. The promise of new creation was not a promise of life outside of 

the world as they knew it. Yet the creative power of their God opened for them a 

way where before there had been no way. 

Weariness, of course, is not unique to the Israelites. Moving forward with joy into 

a newly created future that one cannot yet imagine may require strength beyond 

what humans hold within themselves. The promise of God’s continual creative 

work, with its mysterious yet life-giving power, continues to be a word of hope for 

God’s tired and weary people. 

We can hear the questions of the exiles: “why should I go back?” “How do I know 

God is in this experience, after decades of exile, decades of wondering?” The 

prophet seeks to convince the Hebrews that they are still the people of God. 

Isaiah 40 invites the people to reflect back on the understandings of God that 

initially brought them together and initially drew them into a relationship with 

God. The insistent tone of the questions seems perhaps designed to shake up the 

people, to force them to consider the questions the prophet asks. I wonder what 

first drew you into relationship with God.  

God exercises sovereignty over political and military authorities. Even though they 

seem powerful now, God has real power. Those who wield so much power now 

are, to God, like plants that a strong wind could blow over. God does not even 

need to touch the rulers to defeat them; merely the divine breath will accomplish 

that. God’s power and creativity mean that God has no earthly or heavenly equal. 

God stands alone. 

After declaring the power of God over earthly rulers, the prophet returns to the 

theme of creation, interweaving. The exiled Judeans can lift their eyes to the sky 

to behold the heavenly bodies, who bear witness to the divine power and 

creativity. 
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By verse 27, the prophet switches gears to bring home the point that this 

powerful, creative God, sitting up above the heavens, cares about God’s people. 

God sees them and will provide the energy the people need for their journey back 

to Jerusalem. If their experiences have sapped their strength, they can draw on 

God’s strength for renewal.  

Isaiah 40:30-31 often appears on inspirational poster and shirts. I would bet that 

there was more than one person out there who heard Josh Groban’s voice singing 

“On eagle’s wings…” when the scripture was read. When life has worn us down, 

when we feel as though we cannot go on, the prophet offers us spiritual energy 

from the powerful, creative, but engaged God.  

The theologian Karl Barth talks about a God that is both Wholly Other and 

incredibly immanent (existing close and within). The Lord who sits above the 

circle of the earth is, at the very same time, the Shepherd who gently claims, 

gathers, and carries us (verses 10-11). 

In one sense, the prophet offers encouragement to go back. The scattered exiles 

can go back to Jerusalem from the far-flung regions of Babylon. In reality, though, 

they do not go back. They go forward. They accept a new adventure - that God 

does a “new thing.” The people will go back, but in reality, everything has 

changed. They cannot go back; they can only move into God’s new future. 

The church today, after COVID-19, also cannot go “back” to anything. We can only 

move forward into an uncertain world. As we think of all the challenges facing us, 

it is important to ask, “Where is the Spirit moving and working?” “What does the 

church need moving into that work, that future?” This passage offers a call to 

harken back to the faith that formed the church. That faith includes God’s power 

and creativity as well as the affirmation that God sees and knows us. God cares 

for us. God can give the church the energy it needs to move into an uncertain 

future. These words that originally were spoken to a people in exile who had 

reason to doubt, can also offer courage and strength to those who see reason for 

fear in what the church faces now. This powerful, creative God moves with the 

church as it goes forward into this uncertain and dangerous world. 
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I wonder… 

• when you have felt weary? 

• if you have felt God’s strength bolster you up? 

• what reminds you that the God who is so incredibly powerful, the maker 

of heaven and earth, also cares enough to renew our strength?  

• what God’s creative power will do next? 

• what future you can see for our church? 
Sources: 

www.workingpreacher.org 
Feasting on the Word Commentary. Year B. Volume 1 

Deserted place 

In the morning, while it was still very dark,  
he got up and went out to a deserted place,  
and there he prayed.  
And Simon and his companions hunted for him.  
—Mark 1.35-36 
 
Go there. 
Place of quiet darkness. 
Sacred hiddenness. 
Where you will be unfound. 
Solely soul. 
Simply flesh.  
Be wide open as the deserted sky 
Disappear in the blackness. 
Let your self be there. 
There, let your self be. 
Let your self be found 
by the One 
waiting for you 
to come  
into the silence, 
emptiness, 
darkness  
of God               By Steve Garnaas-Holmes  
         www.unfoldinglight.net  

February 4, 2021 
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