
 What do we hear in the wilderness? 

Epiphany 1/8/2023 

 

Is. 40: 1-5 

Matt. 3:1-17 

 

The gospel writer of Matthew draws from the prophetic word in Isaiah to describe 

John the Baptist. The texts are very similar but notice the difference… where the 

break is; the pause changes the meaning. 

 

Isaiah: “A voice cries out: in the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord” 

 

...and in Matthew: “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 

‘Prepare the way of the Lord,…”’ 

 

They both seem pregnant with meaning in different times and contexts. Let that 

simmer in the back of your minds as we go forward. 

 

There is an evolution of the meaning and use of the same or similar words in 

Isaiah and for the Gospel writers as in some other texts and the bible. In a similar 

vein, in this sermon I use the phrase kin-dom of God rather than kingdom of 

God; understanding that kin-dom is closer to the spirit of Jesus teaching and life. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Was John the Baptist... this voice crying in the wilderness… was he listening to 

the wilderness / formed by the wilderness? There is reason the wilderness, keeps 

coming up in the scriptures. The wilderness is not just neutral backdrop. It’s 

central. 

 

How did the sojourn of the Israelites in the Sinai desert shape them as a people? 

What was the meaning of the wilderness to the prophet Isaiah who proclaimed 

comfort to Israelites exiled in Babylon? “...in the wilderness prepare the way of 

the Lord!”What was the wilderness saying to John the Baptist? What was the 

wilderness saying to the Gospel writers? Right after John the Baptist cries out in 

the wilderness, repent! The kingdom of heaven is come near, right after that, 

Jesus was led by the Spirit INTO the wilderness? What was Jesus’ experience OF 

the wilderness? What is the wilderness saying to us…… now… the vestiges of 

untamed wild and... a kind of wilderness in the beauty and struggles of the 

neighborhoods of our own city… Is there a wilderness deep in our own souls that… 

if we still ourselves… perhaps we can hear. 



 

If we imagine ourselves for a moment, not as individuals but as part of a 

movement of the people of God through the ages; struggling to be faithful, facing 

persecution and internal conflicts. If we think of our selves as a body of people 

through the ages, we might say, “we’re tired of wandering back and forth through 

the desert of Exodus. When oh when will we get to that promise land?!  We’re 

tired of being exiled in Babylon, Tired of being occupied by the Roman 

superpower. Were tired of being tortured and killed by the church/state powers of 

medieval Europe. We’re tired of global corporations exploiting workers and 

draining the life out of the earth. Those of us with black or brown skin are tired of 

being pulled over, roughed up...thrown into jail while they often look the other 

way when white folks do the same thing. We’re tired… We’re tired of violence in 

families and in our streets;  sick of hatred between conservative and liberal. 

We’re weary… weary of tension and conflicts in our church and community!   

 

Enough of bloody feet on rocky winding mountain paths! 

 

Make straight in the desert a 

highway for our God. 

Every valley shall be lifted up, 

Every mountain and hill be - 3 - 

made low; 

the uneven ground shall be made level, 

and the rough places a plain. 

The the glory of the Lord shall 

be revealed!………………. 

 

God’s creation replies…….. “I understand you are tired of wandering… those 

twisting paths of insecurity... into the unknown... out of control. You’re tired of all 

the suffering in the world and dominating powers. You want a smooth highway. 

Enough of that potholed mountain road where you feel like we’re going to veer off 

one cliff or another! I understand. But the images you are using have a powerful 

influence on what you are doing to me says Mother Nature / God’s creation. I 

understand you are longing for God to smooth things out but ... broad highways, 

mountains brought down, valleys raised up. But now I am teaching you a new 

way of seeing. It’s your highways that I’m tired of…… highways and pipelines 

ripped through my meadows and forests. I am tired of my mountains being 

blasted away. Fracked and broken in my deeps... to warm your homes...scurry 

here and there... poisoning the my air, fouling my land, petrifying my waters. I 

am tired too. So… it’s time to come up another way. 



We are all tired of the shakiness and of things, the destruction of life,… Yes, there 

are still voices crying out in the wilderness. Listen to them. But listen deeply and 

hear, the voice that is crying out now… IS the wilderness. Enough of highways 

and blasting down my mountain tops! Prepare the way of the Lord by first 

listening. Listen to the babbling book. Lie down in the wild prairie. Listen to my 

song. Feel the pang in my heart for my beloved ones crushed on your highways. 

Hear my song. Listen to my cries. If you really want to prepare the way for the 

kin-dom of all of my creatures, expand your notion of salvation. Save!!! the last 

vestiges of my old growth forest. Save! ...the one percent of virgin prairie that 

remains. Save! The few remaining wetlands, the dying rivers and oceans. LISTEN 

to them. Ask them, “What then shall we do?” They will tell you. They will show 

you. Listen to their song. Listen to their cries. Listen, repent and repair. They will 

show you how to prepare the way for the for the KIN-dom to come on earth as it 

is in heaven. 

Stop your frenzy. 

Still your anxious hearts. 

Listen and prepare 

by what She teaches you. 

 

Have you stopped in your hurried day 

felt the rain drops slipping down your face 

Have you stilled your anxious heart 

listened to the breeze in the moonlight 

 

have you stopped your frenzied going to and fro 

Just STOPPED! 

Have you gazed upon the formation of geese 

in the bending evening light 

have you paused 

to gaze 

upon exquisite ice 

sculptured 

under the fallen log 

 

Have you listened to the silence 

where birds once sang 

Have you looked on the grill or windshield of your car 

after a long trip 

and wondered 

when I 



of 60 or 70 years 

was a child 

when on a trip 

stopped 

and examined menagerie of insects 

…  spattered 

But now 

where are they 

have you wondered 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Repent! Be baptized! Get you lives right with God! Cries this wild haired 

grasshopper eating man in the wilderness. 

 

People are looking for, are hungry for hopeful passion that also has integrity. 

John the Baptist was a fiery prophet who told it like it is but people still 

came…because of his message but also I think because of his passion.   

 

Sometimes I muse that if Jesus was as sweet as the depictions of him that skirt 

around his passion and fire, he would have lived comfortably to a ripe old age. If 

John wasn’t confrontational, calling out those in authority, he wouldn’t have lost 

his head. 

 

In the gospel of Matthew, John the Baptist confronts the Pharisees and 

Sadducees. Even though John confronts the religious leaders; warning them to 

bear fruit worthy of righteousness, it could be that some of them still came 

forward to be baptized. Maybe all of them, maybe none. We don’t know. One 

thing we do know though, that in spite of John’s warning and hard word to the 

religious leaders, they had more in common with Jesus than not. In the gospel of 

Luke, John the Baptist does not single out the religious leaders, he confronts the 

whole crowd with the hard word. You’d think it would scare them off… 

Interestingly, in Luke, even though John confronts the people harshly they don’t 

turn away. They keep coming. Not only do they repent and are baptized, they ask 

“what then shall we do?” They lean into the hard word. It scratches an itch 

that a lot of polite mamby-pambying around wouldn’t get at. The camel hair 

wearing locust eating prophet tells them, ”If someone asks for a coat, give them 

one of yours. Don’t take bribes. Be fair, honest and gracious to one an other. 

And, not just to your own group either.   

 



I think sometimes in churches, we are so caught up in our inadequacy and 

weakness that sucks the energy out of passionately proclaiming the good news. 

We’re so focused on our inconsistency. So afraid of offending others that it 

prevents us from speaking truth to power with the fire of John, Jesus, Sojourner 

Truth, Martin Luther King and John Lewis. We become lukewarm soup. 

 

But what if we change or prospective; shift our orientation. What if we say to 

ourselves, “it’s not so much about us. It’s about the good news!” The pearl of 

great price. Sure we’re imperfect. Of course we don’t have it all together. We 

have conflicts. News alert! …  Did Jesus’ disciples have it all together? Did the 

early church out of which the Gospel of Matthew was written have things neatly 

wrapped up with a bow like a present under a Christmas tree? Jesus’ disciples 

had conflicts and made mistakes. Martin Luther King and Sojourner Truth weren't 

perfect. The gospel of Matthew emerged out of a community that was in conflict. 

Biblical scholars say that the Gospel of Matt has a lot more stores that are critical 

of the Pharisees and Saducees than the other gospels because of major inter-

Jewish conflict that was going on at the time and place of the gospel writer. The 

gospel of Matt is shaped by the uncertainty of troubled times... things out of 

control. An unknown future. The instability in first century Palestine caused folks 

to be more on edge and disagreements to grow into conflicts. Sound familiar? 

 

If Jesus’ disciples waited until they had all their I’s dotted and T’s crossed they 

never would have spread the good news to the world. If the writer of Matthew 

waited till the church in western Syria or southern Galilee where it was likely 

written waited until they had their ducks all in a row; waited till they resolved all 

their conflicts, the words we heard together today would never have been 

written. If we wait till we have it all together, are totally consistent in our 

lives,(…) before we proclaim … boldly, we never will. Obviously we need to work 

toward consistency and to guard against hypocrisy. Repentance and change are a 

lifelong process. It’s like the Israelite’s journey through the wilderness. They 

messed up; took twists and turns but they kept on keepin on toward that vision 

that promise; they were on the journey and God was WITH them.  … But let’s not 

let those words...let that story justify occupying and exploiting more lands and 

peoples as they often have rather to inspire solidarity with whoever is struggling 

to break free of chains… chains binding hearts and lives...stifling 

communities...controling societies. 

 

I have wondered if in the Mennonite Church and perhaps other denominations, 

whether passionate proclamation is assumed to be prideful arrogance. I wonder if 

we sometimes think that speaking quietly and being self abasing is what 



constitutes humility. Is there sometimes an assumption that those who are bold 

and passionate are seeking to draw attention to themselves? Sometimes that 

may be the case but is it our default assumption? For people like John and Jesus 

and MLK, and our Anabaptist ancestors… their passion paradoxically WAS 

humility. They proclaimed truth at great risk … without regard for their safety or 

jeopardizing their status and paid the ultimate price. What could be more humble 

than that?! 

 

Certainly the soft spoken are often humble but sometimes pride masquerades 

under quietness. Can we be both passionate and humble? Its not easy. Our Lord 

Jesus and others who followed over the centuries have shown us how. Our 

passion must be for the common good of all God’s children, all creation rather 

than aggrandizing ourselves. Our boldness must proclaim the wholeness of 

shalom and justice of jubilee, the wide arms of beloved community. As Suella 

would often say, gratuitous grace, love without measure. 

 

Obviously we’re not all cut out to shout from some craggy rock in the wilderness. 

God has given us each different experiences and unique gifts. In the same way 

that it takes a village to raise a child well, it takes a community with diverse parts 

of the body for individuals with gifts of proclamation to proclaim. The community 

of faith as a collective body is also called to be a voice proclaiming in the 

wilderness, a light shining in the darkness. Yes, we can’t all be John the Baptist 

but most of us can speak up a bit more when we feel the Spirit moving. And… 

what we can ALL do is to be like the people of Jerusalem and Judea who were not 

cowed or deterred by John’s passion but came to the river, aware of their sins, 

accepting forgiveness, asking, “what shall we then do!”, baptized by water and 

the Holy Spirit and yes, even baptized by fire. The fiery troubles of life can cause 

us to despair and turn from God OR – with the power of the Holy Spirit and the 

knowledge that we are we are loved – those fires of life can be baptisms into 

deeper relationship with God; strengthening our ability as individuals and as a 

community to be voices crying in the wilderness; deepening our wisdom for 

preparing the way of the Lord; preparing the way for the kin-dom to come on 

earth as in heaven. 

 

We have seen a great light over a little town of Bethlehem. Can we proclaim the 

good news like the shepherds?! Perhaps those shepherds out on the mountain 

slopes taught John how to survive on honey...and locusts. Can we hear the voice 

crying in the wilderness. Can we hear the voice OF the wilderness?! 

 



Can we take courage like John and Jesus and face into the wilderness of our own 

lives, our inner landscape as rocky and scary as it sometimes is? Can we face into 

the wilderness of our community and world, it’s beauty and the injustice beneath 

its suffering? Can we cry out in the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord...for 

the beloved community of all creatures?! 

 

I believe we can, with the power of the Holy Spirit and the example of Jesus we 

can. We can hear the voice in the wilderness, hear the voice OF the wilderness. 

With God and with the imperfect community of faith we can participate in the 

work of preparing the way... for the kin-dom to come… as hard as that is to 

believe with everything that’s going on. The kin-dom of heaven is near, the kin-

dom of God is among us and the kin-dom of God is coming. 

 

 


