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Text 1 
Isaiah 40:1-11 
Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her 
that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord's hand 
double for all her sins. 3 A voice cries out: "In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, 
make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 4 Every valley shall be lifted up, and every 
mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a 
plain. 5 Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the 
mouth of the LORD has spoken." 6 A voice says, "Cry out!" And I said, "What shall I cry?" All 
people are grass, their constancy is like the flower of the field. 7 The grass withers, the flower 
fades, when the breath of the LORD blows upon it; surely the people are grass. 8 The grass 
withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand forever. 9 Get you up to a high 
mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of 
good tidings, lift it up, do not fear; say to the cities of Judah, "Here is your God!" 10 See, the 
Lord GOD comes with might, and his arm rules for him; his reward is with him, and his 
recompense before him. 11 He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his 
arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep. 
 
Text 2 
Mark 1:1-8 
The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 2 As it is written in the prophet 
Isaiah, "See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; 3 the voice 
of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight,'" 4 
John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. 5 And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their 
sins. 6 Now John was clothed with camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate 
locusts and wild honey. 7 He proclaimed, "The one who is more powerful than I is coming after 
me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. 8 I have baptized you with 
water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." 
 
Reflection 
This past Sunday was the first Sunday in our Christian calendar. From our Christian perspective 
this is the beginning of a brand-new year. But we may not feel that we are in a new year. As we 
discussed this past Thursday in our Advent by Candlelight, we feel lonely and isolated in this 
pandemic. We feel disconnected from much that was familiar. We cannot do what we were 
hoping to do in this upcoming holiday season. I wish to visit or have a dinner with friends or 
family, but I can’t. We feel deeply isolated. We may not feel God’s presence within us nor 
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among us. 
  
Our two scripture lessons to fill in our feelings of isolation and emptiness with renewed faith. In 
today’s Gospel, Mark speaks about a beginning: “The beginning of the gospel of the good news 
of Jesus Christ” (1:1). Mathew and Luke begin with birth stories of Jesus. Mark does not begin 
his Gospel with a story about Jesus’ birth. The Good News of the Gospel of Mark begins with a 
hearkening back to the words of the prophets. Mark’s community must have had a hard time to 
even imagine a new beginning after the destruction of its Temple. To help them with their new 
beginning he reminds his community members of God’s comforting presence in the story of 
Isaiah. Before we look at Isaiah let us imagine the context of Mark’s community around 70 C.E.  
 
Now suppose we live in Galilee. There is a war on. Many Jews have revolted against Rome, and 
Jerusalem is under siege. Reports are that conditions in the city are bad. People are divided. 
Some see God raising up leaders to push the elites and temple authorities from their land. Others 
urge submission to Rome as the path to security. Most of all everyone is anxious and angry that 
their beloved Jerusalem Temple has become rubble. They cannot find God’s presence; there is 
no hope in their life.   
 
A poem from the book of Lamentations may be very close to describing the life of Mark’s 
community. 

She weeps bitterly in the night, with tears on her cheeks;  
among all her lovers she has no one to comfort her. 

Her downfall was appalling, with none to comfort her.  
Zion stretches out her hands, but there is no one to comfort her.   
They heard how I was groaning, with no one to comfort me.  

(Lamentations 1:2, 9, 17, 21) 
 
As the Kingdom of Judah groaned, as if to an empty sky, for their 50 years of exile, the 
community of Mark also cries out that there is “none to comfort,” no protector, no one to 
intervene, no one powerful enough to make a positive difference. But Mark finds God in the 
story of Isaiah. As the exiled community of Isaiah heard a voice, “Comfort, O comfort my 
people, says your God,” Mark says, quoting from Isaiah, “See I am sending my messenger ahead 
of you, who will prepare your way.” Mark urges his contemporaries to remember that God is 
working with the people, that God is sending a different kind of messiah. We readers know that 
messiah is Jesus.  
 
Mark’s point is that God is diligently working with the people. He reminds us that God does not 
simply comfort and encourage the people to make a new beginning; God uses all God’s power to 
begin the new journey.  
 
Today’s reading from Second Isaiah (chapters 40-55) begins, “Comfort, O comfort my people, 
says your God.” The English translation does not justify the real meaning of the level of comfort, 
since the modern English does not have a plural imperative. The original meaning of the 
scripture is “Comfort ye,’ that is, ‘you-[all] (plural) comfort my people.’” It is not easy for 
modern English-speaking people, like us, to understand this since the second person “you,” is 
always the same, whether singular or plural. But in Hebrew and Greek and modern languages 
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such as German and French, the second person plural is different from the singular, for example, 
in German: du/ihr and in French: te/vous.  
 
From the perspective of Hebrew grammar, the first sentence of today’s passage in Isaiah can be 
read: Comfort all you exiled peoples. Why is this translation important? According to Second 
Isaiah, God speaks to two groups, the members of the divine council of God and the exiled 
peoples. God does not simply offer solace, but orders all the angels and messengers of the divine 
council of God to comfort the hopeless exiled community. Thus the word “comfort” does not 
simply mean the comfort another human being can give but the highest comfort of God. In this 
way, God shows compassion to the people.  
 
Today’s Gospel in Mark uses the promise of Isaiah to comfort his people who are experiencing 
one of the low points of its history. And while Mark sees John the Baptist as the fulfillment of 
Isaiah’s promise, Mark invites the people to “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths 
straight” (1:3).   
 
However, making a new beginning is not always easy, especially at this time. In those times, for 
those people groaning in the land of the exiled community of Second Isaiah and people 
experiencing Roman colonialism in Mark’s community, God comforts the people with all God’s 
power and resources and even sends messengers to make a new beginning. Thus Mark’s Gospel 
opens with the words, “The beginning of the good news,” which means that everything Mark has 
to say about Jesus – all the healing, preaching, teaching and exorcising – is only the beginning of 
the good news. There’s still more to come. Since we are the bearers of the Good News, God 
continues God’s work through our lives as individuals and communities. 
 
When we feel lonely, far from God, we need to remember this message of comfort. Second 
Isaiah says God ordered all the angels and messengers of the divine council of God to comfort 
the hopeless exiled community. Likewise, the God who comforted the people in the past is the 
same God who is comforting and encouraging us as we are getting through this difficult time. 
Our God resources all possible ways to help us make a new beginning. So, comfort ye. We are 
coming through this together. Amen. 
 
  


