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Holy Trinity Lutheran Church, Marshall, WI (ELCA) 
Sunday, December 15: Advent 3   +   Isaiah 35:1-10 

Pastor Nancy M. Raabe 
 

This time of year is hard for everyone who has lost loved ones during the 

Christmas season. It was on this same weekend six years ago, the third Sunday in 

Advent, during which events transpired that quickly led to my mother’s death.  

It was no fault of her own. She got up from bed during the night to use the 

bathroom. Her old replacement knee failed, sending her crashing to the floor, and she 

broke her hip. I had just left early that same morning from a pre-Christmas visit. She was 

fine and we had a great time. But as I stood in her doorway at 4:30 a.m. with the cab 

waiting outside to take me to the airport, she begged me tearfully not to go. She had 

never done that before. I have to, I said. I hugged her and off I went – only to get the 

terrible news from my brother the next morning of what happened.  

Surgery to repair her hip was supposedly “successful.” But the pain was too great 

and two days later her heart gave out. I hurried back to California. When I first stepped 

into her apartment I was greeted by a single bedroom slipper underneath the walker, 

right where she had fallen. The slipper on her good leg must have gone to into the 

ambulance with her.  

The reason I mention all this is that for the hastily arranged memorial service at 

her retirement complex a couple of days later, I chose these same verses from Isaiah 

that we just heard:  
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“Strengthen the weak hands, make firm the feeble knees. Say to those who of a 

fearful heart, ‘Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God.” I asked my mother’s sister to 

read, she who had even worse knees than my mother.  

Isaiah is the prophet of hope. Isaiah is the one who points us past earth’s 

calamities – weak hands, feeble knees, divorce, death -- to the life that awaits us. There 

are no more inspiring words of hope than these in all the Hebrew Scriptures.  

“The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, 
The desert shall rejoice and blossom; 
Like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, 
And rejoice with joy and singing.” 
 

Rejoice with joy and singing! All this coming out of the desert. Out of the bleak 

midwinter. Whoever would have thought the tiny crocus, that sign of the cycle of life 

renewed, would inspire joy and singing on earth and in heaven? And here is the true 

message from the crocus and from my mother, the message of hope, joy, and peace: It 

is only when all else is stripped away, when we too find ourselves in the wilderness and 

the dry land, like migrants wandering in the desert, that we can hear and receive the 

promise of Christ, Emmanuel, God With Us: 

• when a single bud raises its head amid a barren landscape, in a shout of joy 
marking the new life of spring;  

• when a person on the brink of despair lifts his head to see Christ on the cross, 
arms waiting to gather him in, with a cry of the heart heralding new life in him; 

• when a person on the brink of death, when all else has fallen away, raises her 
eyes to see the lovely face of our Savior, calling her to eternal life forever.  
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The wilderness and the dry land rejoice at the good news of redemption. We also 

rejoice, we who are still on our earthly pilgrimage, because we know that God’s 

promises are true. The hymn we are about to sing [“All Earth is Hopeful,” ELW 266] 

invites us to position ourselves as those who have nothing—a wanderer stripped of all 

earthly possessions except the clothes on your back--making your way through a barren 

land with only your hope in Christ, and your peace and joy in believing in him, as the 

pillar of light that guides your way. The hymn we are about to sing places us in the 

wilderness and invites us to experience that hope.  

Amen.  

 


