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 What I love about the passage from Isaiah that Bill just read beautifully for 

us, thank you Bill, is how it frames salvation as something that the natural world is 

realizing and celebrating and even before the humans get on board with it.  It’s 

not the earth here and humans here or the earth here as a stage upon which 

humans are acting but they are of a piece in the trajectory of God’s salvation and 

this is articulated throughout the scriptures.  The earth rejoices and flourishes as 

humanity is finally redeemed, saved, and arrives in Zion! 

 And could you doubt that this would be the case? When there is an end to 

human violence and greed and consumption that harms the earth for economic 

gain and technological progress, could you doubt that the earth herself will 

rejoice at this – O praise God, thank the Creator, the human being is finally 

redeemed and will be OF us and no longer believe itself separate from us! 

 For that is the tragedy, the travesty of the human condition that we 

somehow separate ourselves or believe ourselves to be separate –from the earth, 

from one another, from what is truest and best in us, from God, Godself. And the 

great arc of the story of salvation as told by the Bible is one that speaks of the 

movement from a condition of separatness to one of reconnection, a condition of 

division to one of union, from estrangement to reconciliation, from exile to 

return.  

 That’s what this beautiful little passage from Isaiah is all about, the promise 

that God through Isaiah offered to the people of Israel:  that in their then current 
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state of being exiled, refugees from their homeland that there would come a time 

when they would return home, on a highway it says, that is so wide that no 

traveler not even fool will go astray! 

 Can you imagine what that must have meant to them to hear Isaiah 

promise that they would one day return home?  And this anguish of exile from 

home is as modern as it is ancient. Can you imagine being a Ukrainian forced to 

another country because of Russia’s war and reading these Isaiah passages of a 

promised return, how powerful that yearning would be? But those refugees are 

few compared to the refugees who have poured out of Syria and Afghanistan and 

Somalia and Sudan. Can you imagine how those millions of people would hear this 

passage about a promised highway, made low and wide and free from danger so 

that they could walk freely and joyfully back home?! And those are political 

refugees, to say nothing of the refugees displaced by climate disaster in India, 

Philippines, Bangladesh and other vulnerable areas around the world – an 

estimated 21 million, was the data released by the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees, 21 million people displaced because of climate 

related disasters. How they must all dream of the day they might return home. 

That’s what Isaiah is speaking to Israel and it’s a dominant theme in our 

scriptures, exile and return, and the earth’s involvement in it – from Eden to 

Israel, from Bethlehem to Egypt, from death to life, exile and return. It’s the 

theme of so much of the Prophetic writings that we read at this time of year, that 

there shall be a time of returning a home and rest at last, no more violence and 

bloodshed and enmity between one another but peace and reconciliation and 

again, all the earth will rejoice as the humans finally are redeemed… which is 

where the baby comes in. 
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If at the heart of the human dilemma, the human predicament, is our 

separation from earth, from one another, from God, then it makes sense that at 

the crux of our faith is this moment of profound reconnection and union in the 

form of a baby where God and humanity who had been estranged for so long are 

knit together again, where there’s a coming together of the fully human and fully 

earthen estranged no longer in sudden harmony, a human who fosters and 

teaches the love and mercy and forgiveness that reconciles us to one another, the 

coming together of humans with one another estranged for so long.  

But apparently, between then and the end of the story when all is fulfilled 

in the prophetic promises of return and union, the in-between time (where we 

are now) it seems the estrangement has to become worse before it gets better… 

because the separation between us and the earth seems to only be growing 

worse in what Wendell Berry refers to as our “machine civilization” in the midst of 

extractive and exploitative economic practices that use and abuse the earth.  And 

that separation from the land and our retreat to machines and convenience and 

consumption, all of which creates waste beyond measure, has made us and the 

earth sick, sick in body and sick in the head and sick of heart, for that is what the 

experience of exile manifests, everything is separated and out of context and 

relationship lost and its God-given intrinsic value is forgotten and as a result 

everything becomes sick. 

Which is why we need to be redeemed, we ourselves redeemed, restored, 

recalibrated towards what is good and right.  And of course the earth then herself 

will rejoice at God’s salvation of humanity, because the health and well-being of 

us humans, will be reflected in the health and well-being of the earth.” The desert 
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and the parched land will be glad, the wilderness will rejoice and burst into bloom 

for they will see the glory of God!” 

And it starts with a birth, of course, cause that’s the way the earth works, 

that’s the way God works, in process more than an instantaneous moment. And 

so unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given and he shall know how to be 

human in this world without displacing and dominating and abusing what is 

around him.  The animals will lay down around him and the night will shine in the 

promise of what this child’s spirit will bring to this earth.   

And so we continue listening for the story of how this happens in lessons 

and carols as we move from the words of the prophets of Israel to the words of 

the Gospel writers who told of what happened at Christmas… 

  

 


