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I’d like to begin by asking you to think about one word: exile. What does this word mean for you 

personally? Can you think of moments in your life that are your exile moments? I will put up a 

slide that explains what I would like you to do and invite you to please take a few minutes, pause 

the video if you would like and reflect on this. 

 

I hope you were able to come up with some examples of your exiles. When I think about exile, I 

think about those things that happen in my life suddenly, often through no fault of my own, and 

that disrupt my life, taking away the good things. Right now, my most obvious exile is this 

pandemic. This event has happened and I haven’t done anything to cause it and it has led me to 

feel overwhelming grief, sadness, yearning, anger. I feel like I have been taken from a good life 

and placed into exile…placed in a not-so-good life.  

 

Whether, for you, it is the pandemic too, or maybe the loss of a loved one, changes in life 

circumstances, illness, a whole range of other things…we each experience exiles and they can 

be sudden, overwhelming, cruel and harsh. And, because of these qualities they can also cause 

us to wrestle with our relationship with God. When things are awesome in our life God is so 

tangible, life is just working out and this becomes a sign for us of God’s closeness…but then 

something happens, things go wrong, we are exiled from the joy of our normal lives, and we 

begin to wonder where God is and why God suddenly feels so far away. Even though I am 

ordained, it doesn’t really change the fact that when the pandemic hit and dragged on and on, 

as all of the emotions that Richard touched upon in his sermons came to the surface, my 

relationship with God was put to the test, in my exile God felt far from me. 

 

 



Our personal experiences of exile and the theological wrestling they cause are actually key to 

making sense of various parts of the Old Testament, including our reading from Isaiah 40. The 

Israelites, although they lived in a time and place far removed from our own, were familiar with 

exile. They had been living a good life in Israel when the Babylonian empire arose, took control 

of Israel, and sent the people away from their land. It is this experience that led to some of the 

most painful verses we read in the Old Testament, Psalm 137, “By the rivers of Babylon we sat 

and wept when we remembered Zion”, Lamentations 1 “How lonely sits the city that once was 

full of people…how like a widow she has become…she weeps bitterly in the night.” To give you 

a sense of how this event could have looked, French painter James Tissot captured his 

interpretation of the exile in his painting, “Flight of the Prisoners.” Of course, this painting is not 

100% accurate, but some of what he imagines aligns with both the biblical and archaeological 

record…we see the burning of the city, people being removed against their will, the destruction 

of that period. 

 

The Babylonian exile thrust the people, as we have all been thrust at one point or another, into 

a time of despair and also caused them to question their relationship with God. The Israelites 

had been led by Moses and God out of Egypt, they had felt the joy of knowing that they were 

people chosen by God…they were people for whom God was so close that God protected them 

through their journey into the Promised Land…then, suddenly, exile happens, they lose 

everything, including the land that God gave to them…and God began to feel very far away. 

 

The Israelites were, then, a lot like us...they felt the emotions we feel in our exiles, they 

questioned God as we sometimes do. All of this is captured throughout the Old 

Testament…these books reflect experiences and emotions of the past that mirror experiences 

and emotions today. 

 

 



But what is most intriguing about all of this, is that this is not where things end, the Old 

Testament doesn’t just leave the Israelites and us in exile, but it provides a way forward. 

Scattered throughout the pages of the Old Testament are voices that resound with hope, voices 

that call the people to remember their God and their God’s power to strengthen them through 

the exile…one of those voices is, in fact, Isaiah 40.  

 

Isaiah writes to the Israelite exiles, whom he has heard cry out, “The Lord does not see our 

troubles, God refuses to hear our case”, in other words, they claim that life sucks, this exile 

sucks, and God has clearly forgotten us…cries that we have all probably expressed at one point 

or another. And to these cries, the prophet responds by calling the people to look beyond their 

tiny human perspective to remember the greatness of their God, because God alone can save 

them…it is not humans, but God who will bring them through the exile. Isaiah strengthens his 

message by creating a contrast between humans and God…he describes humans as being frail 

and having a lack of understanding…he refers specifically to the youths and the young men, 

those who are often thought to be in the prime of their lives and strong, having the power to 

bring the Israelites out of exile…however, Isaiah reveals how false this image is because they are 

still “tired, worn out”, they “give up” in the face of adversity.  

 

In contrast to humans stands God, the epitome of power and strength…God is everlasting, the 

creator of all the earth. And all those humans who appear strong on the outside, well, Isaiah 

makes clear that any strength they might have is from God because God is, in fact, the source 

of all human strength. 

 

So, rather than trusting frail humans to bring them through the exile, Isaiah is calling the people 

to trust God. They need to wait, or, another common translation, hope for God to act, because 

God is the only one who can actually strengthen them to endure the situation. God created the 

entire world, every aspect of the universe is controlled by God, so God is clearly able to help the 

people in their exile…the people just need to wait for God to do this. 



Through every exile, every grief event, every illness, every pandemic, every terrible thing that 

happens, Isaiah calls us, with the Israelites of long ago, to wait in hope for God. Humans alone 

will not be able to give us the strength we need to endure life’s exiles…but our strength must 

be sourced in God. We have to wait in hopeful expectation for God, even though it is hard, even 

though we get distracted by how rotten things around us can be…we must wait for God and, 

when we lose hope, when all feels lost…we need to look to the wonders around us, the stars, 

the sun, the moon…on a smaller scale, we might look at each little squirrel, each dew drop on 

the grass, each glistening detailed spiderweb…because all of these are signs of God, they are 

signs of God’s amazing creative power, a power that stretches beyond everything, that holds 

everything, and that sustains and strengthens everything. It is, then, God and God alone who 

will help us to soar through every exile that life throws at us.  

 

The Israelites made it through their exile…eventually the Persian empire arose, they overthrew 

the Babylonians, and allowed the Israelites to go home and rebuild their lives, city, and Temple. 

But things were not good forever…generations later, Rome came to power and suppressed the 

people, taxing them and eventually destroying the Temple again. Although they were not 

removed from their land, living under Rome was not positive, there was despair, and people 

surely experienced the emotions of exile as they suffered under that empire. The reality is that 

as Israelite history and our own lives show us, exiles end and new ones begin, we cannot stop 

them…but we can choose to approach them through the lens of Isaiah 40. We can choose to 

wait in hope for our powerful creator God, who is the only one who can truly strengthen us, 

who is the only one who can give us what we need to endure. For me, Isaiah’s words are what I 

am holding onto now and will hold onto when I face my next exile moment. I hope that, maybe, 

his words can be your strength too.  

those who hope in the LORD will renew their strength. 

They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, 

    they will walk and not be faint. 

Amen. 


