Sermon Isaiah 35 & Lk 1 57-66
What we did in 2020 still stays in my mind. Remember, we were in the throes of lockdown but we were able to create a nativity story shown to a select band, outside the church. I remember vividly the opening scene; it was Zacariah carrying out his duties where he had worked for so many years; we filmed it here in the Martyn Chapel and David Flagg played a brilliant Zachariah. The Angel then came to him and told him that he was going to become a father. Zachariah scoffed at the angel; how could he possibly become a father; he and Elizabeth at their advanced age. But nothing is impossible with God. Zachariah was struck dumb till after the birth of his son when he was taken to be circumcised at the age of 8 days just as we have heard in our passage from Luke this evening. 
But seeing David playing that part made me think – what must it have been like for the two of them; faithful, God fearing, humble servants of the Lord yet they were not blessed with children. There must have been such sadness with them for such a long time. I can remember with myself; unable to conceive for so many years; I had 3 operations, I think, and then a course of fertility treatment before we had our precious son Bill. We had waited for just 6 years to have our son. Any and every child is precious and they bring us so much joy but when you have waited so long for this precious parcel then it is extra special. And, so it must have been with Elizabeth and Zachariah. 
Elizabeth had been ‘barren’ - That’s such a harsh word and now everything has changed. It seems akin to what is being described in Isaiah chapter 35. We know that from the previous chapter the land would have been rich luxurious and luscious but now the people of Judea had been living in a barren land; there would have been dried up rivers. Nothing would be growing there; the land of Edom would have been a barren wasteland.
But now, we read that that which was a desert wilderness will become a flourishing landscape blossoming with an abundance of flowers. Where it had once been dried up land, there shall be springs of waters. Where there was desert wasteland and sadness, we shall find abundant life, joy, and rejoicing! 
How much Joy and rejoicing there would have been in the household of Zachariah and Elizabeth. Their barrenness was now overflowing with life and joy and rejoicing.
I wonder if Elizabeth ever had any doubt that she would ever conceive? I bet there were good days and bad; sad times and days of doubt; periods of great sadness. She knew they had always been faithful to God.
Now a prophet is often given the task of sharing bad news with the people but here we hear such good news. The people had gone away from God; they were in exile. Where there had been death and decay, now, they are being promised life and abundance. Even though they had fallen short, God would promise a change. God had made a covenant with his people and God never breaks a promise. He painted an image so drastically the opposite of what they were experiencing that it had to have been difficult for them to imagine.
Isaiah brings words of comfort, words of restoration, and words of hope to his people as well. And visions of the return of the exiles to Jerusalem (to Zion) becomes one of the central symbols through which this hope is expressed. We heard some of these words of hope and comfort; There will be a highway, a Holy Way, for God’s people to travel upon. They will come home singing, “everlasting joy shall be upon their heads” and “sorrowing and sighing shall flee away.” And where they will travel, the very land that had been made desolate, will be renewed and restored. The desert, the wilderness, will blossom and bloom; waters and streams will break forth in the dry desert; no lions or other ravenous beasts will threaten them. And the people themselves will be transformed. Those who could not before will now see, hear, sing, and leap for joy. And no longer will they go astray, for they are now redeemed. In short, God will save them, restore them, transform them, and bring them home. It is a beautiful vision of comfort and hope to those in exile, to those on the verge of despair, to those who may have thought all hope is lost. To those who could not find God in their circumstances, it was a word of comfort and hope that God would come, find them and bring them home along that pathway.
John showed that road to a new beginning in Christ as he cleared the path for Jesus – where the blind were made to see; the lame made to walk and the mute would be heard rejoicing.
There is a road for anyone who is feeling trapped or stuck. There was a new highway for Elizabeth and Zachariah; their old life had been destroyed; they would have had new understandings all new things would have been realised in their precious son.
As Isaiah says, “A highway shall be there…. everlasting joy shall be upon our heads; we shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.” And so it would have been for those new parents; well at least for a short while when John was growing up!? 
So, you see, nothing is impossible with God; even with our showing of the nativity. It seemed a daunting task. We hadn’t got a clue about how to make this happen and then things started to fall into place. Just by chance Josh (a student I had taught some years before) and his then girlfriend happened to pass by at one of our fairs and it seemed just right to ask him to help to make a film that we could show to more than just the people in our church. This was way before the pandemic. Yet something was telling me that we needed to do something different. Josh was up for it and we started to get ideas together; this was in the summer before the pandemic and when the pandemic hit it just seemed sensible to go ahead with our ideas. Yes, nothing is impossible with God; our barren wilderness of isolation turned into an oasis for the community.
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