
Homily Advent 2 Year B Isaiah 40:1-11 and   Mark 1:1-8 
 
Comfort, O Comfort my people. 
These are familiar words from Isaiah.  I don’t know about you, but I have a hard time 
just saying them.  To me they should be sung as they are at the beginning of Handel’s 
Messiah or in hymn 67 that we will sing at Lessons and Carols this afternoon.  
 
Comfort, O Comfort my people. 
I wonder if we can really understand the impact these words had on the people of 
Israel when Isaiah said them.  He is talking to the people of Jerusalem who have 
been in exile in Babylon for some 150 years.  Try to imagine the agony of the 
Israelites at that time.  They were invaded by the Babylonians, their temple torn 
down, their homeland ravaged and laid to waste, and their leaders and many of their 
people have been dragged to Babylon where they must worship Marduk the 
Babylonian god.  They are living in a strange land, trying to keep their own culture 
alive while also having to adjust to the differences of the Babylonian culture.   
 
Perhaps we can bring this anguish closer to home if we think about the Native 
American population in the United States and how they have been treated.  They 
were victims of a concerted attempt to destroy their religion and culture so that 
they could be assimilated into ours.  And we did it on their land!  
 
So these words are spoken to the people of Israel, and to  Native Americans, and the 
displaced people in South Sudan.  They are spoken for all peoples throughout the 
world who know what it is to be hurt.   
 
It is hard to understand the comfort of Isaiah’s words unless we also have a 
connection with the agony and pain that surrounds us.  Comfort is not needed if our 
lives are without problems or pain. Even if we think our life is pretty comfortable 
there are many around us who are hurting.  And we need to connect to that pain to 
really “get” the power of Isaiah’s words.  
 
In the past week there have been two Grand Jury decisions to not indict policemen 
for killing unarmed black men.  Those rulings have made people angry over the 
injustice of the situation. Some people are so angry that they have rioted in the 
streets, destroyed property and hurt other people.  Just this morning I saw on 
Facebook where people I know in Berkeley were part of a demonstration last night. 
One of them ended up in the ER after being hit by a policeman’s baton from behind 
as she was trying to help another person leave the scene.  She ended up with 
stitches and a concussion.  We don’t have to condone what has been done, but we do 
need to acknowledge the anger and anguish of the rioters and the fear of the police. 
Many of us don’t understand why and how these atrocities happen over and over 
again and we wish we could do something to help stop them.  
 
For me it is easy to not pay attention.  I don’t have TV reception, I don’t subscribe to 
any newspapers, and I seldom listen to the radio.  And I admit that I would like to 



keep all the news of pain, anger, frustration, war, human trafficking and the list 
continues, out of my life.  But that is not the way we are suppose to live as 
Christians. God calls us in this Advent season to wake up and pay attention to what 
is going on around us.    When we connect with our pain or that of others we can 
indeed take comfort from these words of Isaiah who is promising that things will be 
better. “Jerusalem has served her term, her penalty has been paid.”  “Then the glory 
of the Lord shall be revealed to them.” 
 
How are you comforted?  For me it takes more than words.  For me it takes 
relationships and connections.  It takes you, my family, and friends far and near.  It 
takes a kind word, a smile, or a hug.  One of the things I missed the most after my 
husband’s death (and still do) is our morning hug by the kitchen sink. I’m not sure 
why it happened by the kitchen sink, it just did!  Some mornings it was just a quick 
squeeze because we were both running around trying to get everyone off to work 
and school.  Other mornings it was a long moment of being held close in each other’s 
arms.  Both ways made for a great start of the day.  We were comforted in our 
closeness. 
 
But life is not just about being comforted.  We need to be more than receivers of 
Isaiah’s words of comfort, of God’s comfort, and of each other’s comfort.  When we 
know that God’s strong arms hold us, then it is our turn to share that comfort with 
others.  We can let those feelings of love and support flow through us to the people 
around us.    
 
Here at St. Peter’s I have noticed that you are really good at that.  For instance 
Donna recently started a widow’s support group where the people who come 
comfort each other.  They may arrive at the gathering in pain and leave with that 
pain still a part of them, but they know that others understand and care.  Another 
way you offer comfort is through preparing and serving meals at the Vet’s Hall and 
at Prado.  Comfort is provided in a very practical and needed sharing of food with 
people who are hungry.  There is also a group of sewers who meet here once a 
month.  That might not seem like a place of comfort, but a lot more happens at the 
gathering than just sewing.  It is a place of connection and relationship for the 
people who attend.   
 
In our own lives we can be a source of comfort for those we meet as well.  Just by 
listening to another person, or offering a smile and a hug.  We are each given the 
task to find our voice and speak words of comfort to anyone who feels alone, or who 
feels separated or abandon by God.  We can assure them that God will arrive to 
comfort them with God’s gentle power.  We can share that we find our hope and our 
knowing that this is so, with the birth of this baby that we are preparing for during 
Advent. 
 
Isaiah and John the Baptist are both at different times telling the Israelites that the 
Messiah is coming.  They are encouraging the people to prepare the way, to repent 
of their sins, to be awake and ready for the coming of God’s son.  “This is the 



beginning of the good news” as the author of Mark says in the very first line of the 
Gospel.  It is good news for us as well as the Israelites.  It is for now as well as for 
then. 
 
 I ask you to hear the promise of God’s comfort and strength, to sit with it through 
out this Advent season, and find ways to share it with the all the people in your lives. 
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