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Years ago I had one of those conversations with a clergy colleague that I still remember as if it happened yesterday.  He was older than me (about the age I am now, I suppose) and for several years had been serving as rector of an Episcopal Church in small town on the frozen plains of northern Iowa (I say ‘frozen’ because it was winter and that little town seemed to be coldest, draftiest place I have ever been, with nothing between it and Santa’s workshop to slow down the howling artic winds).  My friend’s mood reflected the weather.  He was overcast and sullen as he talked about plans to take a sabbatical.  What will you do, I asked.  He said he hoped to travel to India to visit sacred places.  Why there, I wondered.  Because, he said, I need to figure out if parish ministry is anything more than the curse of Sisyphus.

Do you remember Sisyphus from Greek mythology?  He was the fellow sentenced by the gods for eternity to push a prodigious ball-shaped stone up a hill, only to have it roll back down as it approached the top.  His life, then, was condemned to perpetual, pointless frustration.

Do you ever feel like that; frustrated by life and wondering what the point of it all might be; or perhaps just plain discouraged because you figure there is in fact no point; that the best you can hope for is to keep the stone in place, never really achieving anything, but at least everything does not come to ruin during your watch?  That is where my friend was when we had that conversation.  I think he was near the point of saying, “Let someone else be the rector of St. Sisyphus for a while.  I have had it!”  

We have all been there.  We all have times when our job feels like the work of Sisyphus, or when parenting feels like the work of Sisyphus, or when it is cooking and cleaning that feels that way, or paying bills, or weeding the garden, or fighting the traffic, or attending meetings, or you name it.  Each one of us has been there and probably each one of us can name someone who is there right now.

Through today’s first reading we encounter the prophet Isaiah at a time when he is in a full-blown Sisyphian attack.  He lives in modern-day Baghdad, then known as Babylon.  He is part of an exiled Jewish community that was forcibly removed from Jerusalem when it fell to invaders.  Stripped of freedom, culture, and heritage, this community had to reinvent itself, geared toward life in a foreign land.  It was not what they wanted, but it was what they had and what they had to deal with.  And now a new superpower – the Persians – was coming to prominence in the region.  All of Babylon was in the throes of panic.  Even the exiled community of Jews was distraught, believing that imminent changes to the social condition would create more turmoil for their own situation.  

And then Isaiah receives a prophetic word from a voice beyond:

Comfort, O comfort my people, 


says your God. 

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. 

A voice cries out: 

“In the wilderness

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. 

Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, 


and all people shall see it together, 


for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.” 

That is about as positive, uplifting, and hopeful a word as you could ever want to be given, isn’t it.  But the frustrated, discouraged prophet will have none of it.  The reading continues:  

A voice says, “Cry out!” 

The prophet is being given a charge, but listen to how the prophet expresses his own apprehensions:

And I said, “What shall I cry? 


All people are grass, 


their constancy is like the flower of the field.” 

This is the reply of a person who is just plain tired of it all.  Why say anything to anyone?  No one wants to hear it.  Why even try?  I go to work each day, but everything I have labored to achieve is about to be torn down… again.  I have spent a lifetime putting funds away in my IRA, and look what is happening to it.   Look at the decay in our schools and the crime in our cities and the pervasive poverty and the rampant greed and self-serving politicians and the moral laxity all around us, and you tell me to ‘cry out’!  Why?  What is the point?  Why speak up?  Is there any good news at all?  Isn’t life just the curse of Sisyphus?  

Then comes the reply from God’s messenger speaking to the prophet.  It affirms what the prophet is feeling, but points toward something greater:

The grass withers, the flower fades, 

when the breath of the LORD blows upon it; 


surely the people are grass. 

The grass withers, the flower fades; 


but the word of our God will stand forever. 

The grass withers, the flower fades, the stone keeps rolling down the hill, but the WORD of our GOD will stand forever!  It is a strong reminder that there is something that endures, something that rises above all that is temporary or fading or frustrating and stands, stands forever.  There is something that gives life meaning and purpose and fulfillment and this something is grounded in our God.  There is reason to hope for something new and glorious from beyond, to believe that the troubles of today will be matched with grace and strength from above.  There is reason to proclaim that a life stained of joy will be renewed in the morning.

So the voice directs the prophet:

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!” 

See, the Lord GOD comes with might, 

and his arm rules for him; 


his reward is with him, 


and his recompense before him. 

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. 

For Isaiah, this message came to fruition when Cyrus led the Persians in an assault on Babylon.  His policy was to allow exiles to return to their homelands and often times, as was the case with the Jewish community, he gave them the financial and legal resources necessary to rebuild their destroyed communities.  So what Isaiah initially dreaded - more military conflict and political upheaval - came to be the means of salvation.  The Sisyphian stone rolled down the hill and Isaiah was given permission to walk away.  Yes, he would come to face new challenges with new frustrations, but he would face them with a new sense of how God’s word stands, how it renews, and calls us toward a new day and then equips us for it.
I lost touch with my friend in Iowa, but I suspect he came to find that parish ministry is not a pointless series of recurring frustrations.  No matter who you are and no matter what you do, life can feel that way from time to time.  The messenger voice that spoke to Isaiah speaks to us.  The voice reminds us that there is something solid that rises above all that is transitory and all that is frustrating and all that is disappointing in this life.  God is a WORD that is constant, that is true, that endures and renews.  

We encounter this WORD this morning as a spiritual, mystical Presence made concrete in what we say and do and sing in this place; as something made sure in the Bread and the Wine we receive.  I invite you to come to this moment not merely looking for a spiritual jolt to carry you through yet another demanding, draining week.  I invite you to come to this moment for transformation; transformation for who you are and transformation for how you see the world.  

Who are you?  You are a child of God, and as such you are a part of the deeper, richer, enduring meaning of life.  What is the world?  It is the transitory place where we encounter this deeper, richer, enduring meaning.  And while there are times when it feels as if life is little more than pointless, depressing frustration, we affirm that GOD the WORD stands and stand forever.  
Advent is a season when we look and we wait for this WORD to be revealed anew in our lives and in our world while affirming the belief that one day God will reign in fullness over all.  Everything we do this day and the next day and every day is a bridge to that time and place and a witness to us and to all that even the most routine, mundane, and repetitive tasks stand tall when we stand with God.

