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In Matthew 7:13-14 from the King James Version, Jesus says, “for wide is 

the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many 

there be which go in thereat:  Because strait is the gate, and narrow is 

the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.” 

Or as author Darynda Jones says, “The fact that there is a highway to hell 

and a stairway to heaven says a lot about the anticipated traffic load.” 

Now in the biblical quote “strait” is s-t-r-a-i-t with the now archaic meaning 

“narrow”, but, of course, people have heard it as s-t-r-a-i-g-h-t as in a 

direct, unbending, line.  So, we talk about being “on the straight and 

narrow” meaning doing what is morally right and not deviating from 

that.  

The visual I get is as if you were on a high narrow road and if you looked off 

to either side you could get distracted and then misstep and fall off to 

your destruction. 

Once again, I amaze myself at the metaphors I pick when we have a theme 

like today’s *Joy* Sunday. 

But stay with me for today’s Old Testament lesson from Isaiah 35 flips the 

idea straight-and-narrow around.   

The chapter is a bit odd because the picture painted up to now in Isaiah is 

rather bleak.  For example, verses 8 and 9 in the preceding chapter 

say,  

“For the Lord has a day of vengeance, a year of vindication for Zion’s cause.  

And the streams of Edom shall be turned into pitch and her soil into 

sulfur; her land shall become burning pitch.” 

Then without warning we get today’s opening verses, “The wilderness and 

the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like 
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the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and 

singing.” 

Rejoice with joy.   

Isaiah 35 is a powerful poetic word of comfort for the mourning Judah 

exiles, who lost their temple, land, and sovereignty. 

The exiles feel God’s sorrow in their very bodies.  The good news is that the 

God of Jacob does not abandon God’s people to their despair. 

Indeed, you could easily pair this text with the Advent song, “O Come, O 

Come Emmanuel.”  The first verse is particularly relevant: “O come, O 

come Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel that mourns in lonely 

exile here.” 

Remember that Jesus is the Aramaic form of the Hebrew name Joshua, 

which means “God is salvation”, which is appropriate as verse 4 in 

today’s text ends with “[God] will come and save you.” 

Verses 5 and 6 then follow with: 

“Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf 

unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the 

speechless sing for joy.” 

This is echoed in today’s gospel lesson from Matthew 11 when the disciples 

of John the Baptist ask Jesus on behalf of John, “Are you the one who 

is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  

To which Jesus responds, ““Go and tell John what you hear and see: the 

blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the 

deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought 

to them.” 

Thus, the good news to rejoice in is that Jesus is “the one” and the one who 

saves.  Jesus inaugurated the “new age” of which will be completed 
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when he comes again and “Death will be no more; mourning and 

crying and pain will be no more” [Rev. 21:4b]. 

In Isaiah’s vision of restoration verses 8 and 10 say, “A highway shall be 

there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not travel 

on it, but it shall be for God’s people; no traveler, not even fools, shall 

go astray…And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to 

Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall 

obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.” 

What's significant about this “Holy Way” is the fact that it finally leads to 

Zion and that it will be free of threats to human life.  

Based on the opening of my sermon you might be tempted to believe that a 

“Holy Way” must inevitably be a narrow way, lined with numerous 

pitfalls, ditches, and off-ramps, but that is not the case here. The 

path, in fact, is so wide and easily navigable that even a fool can walk 

it without fear of wandering astray. 

Through faith in Christ, Israel's story has become our story. Christians have 

been adopted into an epic narrative that is driven by promise, 

obedience, judgment, and redemption. 

And on the journey to that Holy Way, we called to practice the Holy Way.  

As Martin Luther says, it is not enough to preach the works, life, and 

words of Christ as historical facts; rather Christ needs to be preached 

so that he becomes Christ for you and me [Freedom of the Christian]. 

Our joy comes from letting Christ in lives so that we might bring good news 

to the poor and help those as Christ would.  When James counsels 

patience in today’s epistle lesson, it is not a patience to calmly sit back 

and wait for Christ’s return.  It is the patience to continue Christ’s 
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mission on earth and not be anxious about Christ’s return.  It is the 

patience to God’s work despite setbacks or seeming lack of progress. 

Though we cannot bring heaven on earth, that does not mean we stand by 

and do nothing.  We do what we can knowing God is with us. 

Barbara Lundblad, Professor Emeritus of Preaching at Union Theological 

Seminary in New York City, writes about Marian Wright Edelman, 

founder and now former president of the Children’s Defense Fund 

and her persistence to fight for her causes, refusing to wait until the 

time is right and everyone is on her side. After the defeat of a bill in 

the Senate years ago, Marian wrote:  

“I woke up the morning after the Senate vote thinking about Sojourner 

Truth, one of my role models, a brilliant and indomitable slave 

woman who could neither read nor write but who was passionate 

about ending unjust slavery and second-class treatment of women.  

At the end of one of her antislavery talks in Ohio, a man came up to her and 

said, “Old woman, do you think that your talk about slavery does any 

good? Do you suppose people care what you say? Why, I don't care 

any more for your talk than I do for the bite of a flea.”  

 “Perhaps not,” she answered, “but, the Lord willing, I'll keep you 

scratching.”  

Then Marian goes on in her own words: “We must be determined and 

persistent fleas…Enough fleas biting strategically can make the 

biggest dog uncomfortable.  And if they flick some of us off but even 

more of us keep coming back with our calls, emails, visits, nonviolent 

direct action protests, and votes -- we’ll win.” 

Jesus and the apostles did not take violent actions against the oppressors of 

the people, but neither did they hesitate to call out the injustices to 
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those in power nor hold back from helping those in need despite the 

resistance and roadblocks.   

Let us follow the Holy Way until, as Isaiah writes, “the ransomed of the 

LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall 

be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow 

and sighing shall flee away.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


