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A pathway or a wall, what is God calling us to build?

The Old Testament reading we just heard speak of Israel journey's from captivity to liberation. It works with
the imagery of a highway in the midst of the desert. "Prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a
highway for our God. 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." It sounds like Australia!!

The prophet Isaiah is saying those words to the people of Israel still in exile in Babylon. Some had already
started to return and the prophet sees the joy in Jerusalem. The time of slavery is going to be over and people
will begin a new exodus.

To make a straight highway in the desert for our God is a metaphor speaking of liberation; it is about a road
from Babylon to Jerusalem so that the exiles may return home. In fact, at the time of the second Isaiah, there
was a highway, the King's Road, which connected Heliopolis (modern Cairo) to Damascus, putting Israel on
the map of spices, gold, textiles and olive oil flowed through the great caravans. Unfortunately, armies
traveled the highway as well. It was a perilous and wondrous journey that traversed the Sinai desert, wound
through the ravines of Petra and across mountain ranges, fighting heat, thirst, stubborn camels and bandits
along the way.

To walk the path of liberation is not easy. It is like crossing a desert, with its dangers and challenges. One has
to have the memory of the past, strong determination to endure the present and a vision reaching towards the
future. The liberation of Israel was not only social and political, but also personal and spiritual. As it is ours.

The highway, besides being a way towards freedom, is a way to connect people to God. The image of this
physical journey mirrors the spiritual journey with all the travails and promise of finding our home again with
God. Isaiah understands that this journey must travel through a wilderness, for there are times when it seems
that a dry desert separates us from a loving God. Journeys were arduous adventures, life changing pilgrimages
that toughened the feet and opened the soul to the wonders of the world. Great journey are not only marked by
great destinations, but also by what must be crossed and endured. So Isaiah knew the importance of saying
"Comfort, comfort my people."

"Comfort my people" are words affirming a future that has been lost in a past of slavery and displacement.
People are invited to move ahead and to look at a time when their lives will have enough meaning and joy
again so that they choose to live. To choose to live is not always an easy or obvious option. So God calls the
people to envisage the possibility of a restored future, a time tasting of fulfillment and gladness. Sufferings are
powerful. Displacements also. They have the force to keep us subjugated; they have the ability to disable us in
going forward. Sometimes they make us afraid and instead of reaching towards others, we build walls that
isolate us and others. Are you trapped by a suffering at this moment? Which walls are you building?

Israel has been called to "prepare the way of the Lord, to make straight in the desert a highway for our God."
But instead, it has built a wall, a wall that segregates Palestinians, and keep them in a prison. Bethlehem, the
city where the highway will lead, is behind a 9 meters high wall. People cannot look at the horizon any longer.
Children can not play under the olive trees in their own neighborhood. The olive trees in the surroundings of
Bethlehem were uprooted and planted in the settlements. Last Friday we celebrated the 60th anniversary of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. And Israel built a wall. That is a crime!

Today we are called to "prepare the way of the Lord." What does that mean? Does it mean to strive for justice
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and peace for everyone? Not only our family, our people, but the whole of humanity? Does it mean to speak
out against the wall around Bethlehem, to send letters to our governments? Does it mean to share our
resources so people who live in poverty can start to come out of it? Does it mean to help our colleague at the
school our fellow in the confirmation class?
What it might take to remake the wall into something else?

You are invited to share a word or two out loud, if you feel so inclined to. (Lus starts deconstructing the wall.
Aurelie should join me at this point and continue deconstructing the wall. I have to remember to ask her)

Do you feel the task is too demanding, too complex, too risky or uncertain? Listen, there is a tender voice
announcing that God is surrounding you and carrying you in his arms as a shepherd carries his lambs. Here is
the promise. God comes to our encounter. When we are powerless, God strengthens us. When we are stuck,
God pushes us. Not by avoiding the difficulties, and even the sufferings, but by being there, carrying us in his
arms. God is right there, beside us when we faint, in the emptiness of our powerlessness. God is right there,
impregnating the most basic texture of life. God is the texture of life. So, whatever place we reach in terms of
human experience, God is right there.

And also, God has an eye that sees inside out. Where we see collapse, God sees power. When we see
powerlessness, God sees strength. Where we see chaos, God sees a creation to be molded. Where we get
stuck, God sees a path to be walked. Where we see clay, God sees his own people.

Today, when we come for communion we will receive a piece of clay. We are invited to think, 'what will we
do with it?'

A pathway or a wall, what is God calling us to build?
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