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For the past thirty-two years of my life, I – along with you, my sisters in community – have been 
reciting the words to our first reading every fifth Tuesday morning. It’s the Canticle on Tuesday 
morning of week III in our Liturgy of the Hours. Though from context I had a vague idea of what 
a steppe is and what the big deal is about Carmel and Sharon, I never bothered to actually do 
something to satisfy my mild curiosity. Until now. 
 
Welcome to Geology 101! A steppe is an arid land with xerophilous (one of my new favorite 
words: it means “desert-loving”) plants usually found in regions with an extreme temperature range 
and loess soil. And why the splendor of Carmel and Sharon? The Plain of Sharon is a fifty-five mile 
area of coastland in northern Israel, bordered on the west by the Mediterranean and by the Carmel 
mountain range on the east. In ancient times it was heavily forested, but it is still lush and verdant. 
 
But, of course, there’s much more here than new geological terms and images of vibrant vegetation. 
The people to whom this prophecy was first proclaimed were not indulging idle curiosity or 
dreaming of fabulous vacations. Though you might recall that First Isaiah (chapters 1-39) was 
written a little over 100 years before the Babylonian Exile, chapters 34 and 35 – from which today’s 
first reading is taken – were written just after the Exile and inserted here later. The people were 
back in Judah but all was not well. In fact it was pretty grim. Their country had been ravaged by a 
foreign power, and because they were just rebuilding, they were constantly under the threat of 
attack, particularly from Edom (another name we know, but don’t worry: that’s another day’s 
lesson). Given what was happening to them, they felt vulnerable and afraid; discouragement and 
waning faith in the promises of god must have ever-present realities. 
 
Sound familiar? It does to me. 
 
Like the first hearers of these verses, we know fragility and fear on so many levels. There’s personal 
frailty: bodies, minds, and spirits that aren’t what they once were. When we look at the present and 
future of our community, one can wonder what might stave off dire outcomes. When the circle 
widens, we consider a city and country where we have grown used to – unfathomable as that is – 
hearing about five or fifteen or fifty people being killed by someone with a gun while they were at 
school or worship or a concert or maybe just running to Wal-Mart. Our country feels under siege 
from political partisanship, racism, xenophobia. Pull back a little further to see the whole world. 
According to the U.N., we are now witnessing the highest levels of human displacement in history, 
with 70.8 million people around the world having been forced from their homes: by war, famine, 
racial and ethnic violence, lack of water. And there’s the earth itself. Deforestation, rising sea levels, 
drought, natural disasters. 
 
“Say to those whose hearts are frightened, 
be strong, fear not. 
God is coming, 



the God of justice and mercy is coming to save you.” 
 
The Oxford Biblical Commentary describes this passage from Isaiah 35 as a “riot of imagery” – a rather 
neat turn of phrase – and goes on to say that the main concern of these verses is “restoration to 
wholeness, whether to those human beings who were deprived of the fullness of their humanity – 
the blind, the deaf, the lame, the speechless – or to those parts of the natural world which seemed 
comparably to be deprived.” 
 
We are promised eyes that see, ears that hear, joints that jump, and tongues that will sing. We are 
promised freedom from what binds us. We are promised that sorrow and mourning will flee. 
 
It’s hard to believe. But surely it can be no harder for us that for any other set of people 
throughout salvation history. Believing is exactly what we are called to do. Our daily lives, our 
actions and our words, should “say to those whose hearts are frightened: Be strong, fear not.” 
 
How are we to do this? I’m not sure. But reciting Isaiah’s words regularly might be a start. And we 
are given this Advent, this season of hope and expectation, to admit our vulnerability and 
acknowledge our longing. To remember our utter reliance on the One who, in the fullness of time, 
saves us, usually from ourselves. 
 
Gaudete. Gaudete, indeed. 
 
 


