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“Advent Empathy: Hearing the Cries” 
Text: Isaiah 40:1-11 

I was reminded this week of the words of the 23rd Psalm in with those familiar words that say, 
“He maketh me lie down.”  Like an impatient child on Christmas eve, sometimes I don’t like to 
lie down.  I still have much to do.  I’ll catch up on my sleep later.  But our bodies don’t work that 
way.  And sometimes, whether it is the good shepherd or our own bodies, sometimes we have to 
lie down.  

It has been that kind of week.  On Sunday evening I started feeling poorly with all the symptoms 
of the colds that are making the rounds.  I had plans to make some visits to people, to work on 
the Christmas Eve bulletins, to work on the Christmas eve poem and plan the sermons for the 
coming months.  There was no room on my agenda for a cold.  As you can guess, I didn’t win 
that battle.  My body needed the rest and that was the only way to feeling better. 

Some of you may be good patients.  I am not.  I am cranky and impatient.  I want to be better and 
I want it now.  I want the medicine to work right away so I can get back to doing the things I 
need to do.  Intellectually, I understand that this isn’t going to happen.  Our bodies take time to 
recover and heal and our impatience won’t change that.  Sometimes the good shepherd takes the 
calendar from my hand and erases the appointments and meetings making us to lie down for our 
own well-being. 

Along with the rest and medical care what we seek in those times of illness are sources of 
comfort.  This might come in many forms.  That family quilt that you snuggle under for warmth.  
The ragged slippers that keep your feet warm.  Or the simple foods that warm us inside and out.   
When you are hungry and nothing sounds good, a warm cup of chicken noodle soup may be that 
comfort that you were needing.  Or maybe it is a juicy, fresh peeled orange and savoring each of 
the wedges slowly.   

In the book, “This I Believe: On Love,” Shannon Lee tells about the evening ritual in her home.  
At six o’clock she puts dinner on the table.  Four generations of women, living under the same 
roof, ranging in age from nine to ninety-five gather in the kitchen to prepare the meal.  She says 
that if you are in their home in Milwaukee, they will invite you to pull up a stool while the meal 
is prepared to share in the fellowship.  There will be a place for you at the table, because when 
you are there at dinner time, you are a part of their family.  She concludes her brief essay by 



saying that when we say to our guests, “Come eat,” what we are really saying is “I love you.”  
The meal is a way of nurturing that love. 

Our hurts have many different forms.  And our comfort can come in many different disguises as 
well.  A thoughtful meal.  Not a feast or a banquet, but maybe just a can of chicken noodle soup 
and a side of crackers.  But the message is the same…a little cup of comfort. 

A few years ago I had the opportunity to hear the former Marion County Prosecutor Scott 
Newman speak at a banquet.  His topic was not about law enforcement or anything related to the 
criminal justice system.  Instead he spoke very frankly about his diagnosis with Parkinson’s 
Disease and the challenges that presented.  He was fortunate to have someone who could type 
and transcribe for him when he was no longer able to use a computer or typewriter.  He was 
fortunate to have drivers and other personnel to help him throughout his daily activities.  He 
spoke about the realization that he sometimes needed to ask for help from other people and that 
this was not easy to do. 

Speaking to that crowded room of people, Newman then said, “If we live long enough, we will 
all be fortunate enough to need help.”  Hear that phrase again.  “We will all be fortunate 
enough to need help.”  We don’t often think of that as being fortunate. 

Our society values independence.  We celebrate the lone wolf who can go it alone and succeed 
against all odds.  We encourage children to be independent, to lean on no one, to become self-
sufficient.  That is what made Newman’s statement so profound to me.  Imagine having that 
perspective to say that if we live long enough we will be fortunate to need the help of others.  It 
is the realization that we cannot live without such support.  We were made for each other.  We 
were made to care for each other.   

The hurts in this room go by many different names.  They aren’t just the physical ailments of 
colds or medical ailments.  There are people who are grieving and hurting in many different 
ways here today.  There are some who are continuing to go about their daily activities without 
anyone knowing the burdens they are carrying.  And there are others who feel like they are just 
barely hanging on.  But here we are, God’s people, in all our glory and brokenness. 

And amid that brokenness, we hear those beautiful words from Isaiah 40.  God has heard the 
cries of the broken.  God knows the quiet burdens people are carrying.  And God responds with 
the words that seem more like a song than a statement.  “Comfort, O comfort my people…speak 
tenderly to Jerusalem.”  It is a statement filled with compassion.  God’s heart is broken and longs 
to bring them healing.  God speaks a word of forgiveness and assures them that better days are 
ahead.  These words are so beautiful that I think Handel got it right, these words must have been 
sung.  They are filled with love and emotion and power.  God has heard the cries of those in need 
and responds, “Comfort, O comfort my people…speak tenderly to Jerusalem.” 



Though our circumstances are different than those faced by the Hebrew people, the sentiment is 
just as moving.  God has heard our cries.  And Advent is about that time when God says, “I care 
about you so much, I love you so deeply, that I am coming to be with you.”  We gather with the 
expectation that God is coming near to us and will bring comfort to us all.   

This was at the heart of Handel’s powerful oratorio “The Messiah.”  It is said that he wrote the 
entire text of the music in just 24 days and the famous Christmas portions were done in 6 days.  
The composition was written just prior to his appointment for a performing residency in Dublin 
in 1741.  He didn’t intend to debut the music there, but he took the music along, just in case. 

The residency went well and so he chose to premier “The Messiah” in April 1742.  He had his 
own personal organ shipped from London to Dublin for the performance.  This was such a major 
event that large crowds were expected.  In order to accommodate as many people as possible, 
women were requested to remove the hoops from their skirts and dresses and men requested to 
leave their swords at home.  The concert raised funds for three charities in Dublin, two hospitals 
and an organization that provided financial relief for people incarcerated in debtor’s prison.  The 
words, “Comfort, O comfort my people” were more than just words that night.  Funds were 
raised to secure the release of 142 indebted prisoners. 

A few years later, in 1750 Handel instituted an annual performance of “The Messiah” at 
Foundling Hospital in London---an organization set up to provide health care for abandoned 
children of London.  The first performance featured some of the children in the chorus, many of 
whom were blind.  These performances would continue every year until his death in 1759 raising 
a modern equivalent of $1.3 million dollars.  Upon his death, he specified that the only existing 
copy of the score to “The Messiah” be given to the Foundling Hospital. 

The early performances always had the backdrop of those who were hurting, those longing for 
comfort.  The music takes those beautiful words from Isaiah and drops them right into our own 
brokenness with the promise that God is coming to us, that comfort is near. 

One of the misconceptions we can make about the Advent readings is that they are about what 
happened long ago.  Yes, that is true, but they are also about what is happening right here, right 
now.  God has heard our cries.  God is offering us comfort amid the brokenness.  That is the 
promise of this holy season. 

In a little country church I served, it was their custom to do a live nativity on the Sunday before 
Christmas.  They had done it so many years, that everyone knew their roles without too much 
fuss.  In the early fall they would pull the costumes and wooden set out of storage and make any 
needed repairs.  Children and grandchildren that never attended church would come back to 
practice and perform.  Because there were so few people in the church, everyone had some role. 

The script was unchanging.  A narrator would read the story and with each portion a new group 
of participants would come to the front and stand there in costume.  No one had to speak, which 



made it a bit easier.  All they had to do was stand in place and look good.  Once everyone was in 
place, I was to stand among the participants and read the full story from Luke’s gospel.  This is 
how they had done it for many years and it never changed. 

The morning of the performance, I was seated in the front pew admiring the beauty of the story.  
The costumes were great, the set looked nice, the children were coming forward at the right 
moments.  The tableau was very moving. 

Once everyone was in place, the chancel was filled with Mary, Joseph and the baby, some wise 
men (as I recall, they weren’t hung up about details…some of the wise men were females, there 
were sometimes more than three depending upon whose grandkids were available), there were 
shepherds and some assorted animals.  And, again depending upon how many were available, 
there was an assortment of angels dressed in white, including one little girl who had struggled in 
the practice not comfortable standing there in front of everyone.  But she was there, along with 
the others and it looked beautiful. 

At my cue I rose and stood among the characters and began to read from Luke’s gospel.  As I 
read about shepherds and angels, the congregation would see them standing right there and it was 
that holy night right there with us.  While reading, I became distracted by movement behind me.  
I wasn’t sure what was going on, but something was going on.  And then, I felt a hand reaching 
out to me.  It was the little angel.  She had stepped out of the scene and was standing alongside 
me.  Holding my Bible in one hand, I reached out to take her hand while I continued to read.  

I don’t know if you have ever held the hand of an angel, but let me tell you, it was a highlight of 
my ministry.  The angel of the Lord had come to me and was holding my hand.  It might have 
looked like I was offering her comfort, but I am pretty sure it was the other way around.  
“Comfort, o comfort my people” says the Lord. 

Christmas is not just about what happened 2000 years ago in a little rural town called Bethlehem.  
It is about what God is doing today.  It is about a God who continues to hear our cries, continues 
to care, continues to bring us comfort.  Amid all that we face, may our hearts be open to that gift. 


