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Although I listed two Scriptures in our worship bulletin today, the Spirit has 
been talking to me about the Isaiah passage and so that is the one I’m going 
to preach about. Let’s keep our Bibles open and look at what’s happening. For 
seven decades, the children of Israel have lived in exile in the strange land of 
Babylon. And for at least a couple of those decades they have listened to Isaiah 
preach to them that, eventually, God is going to free them to return to their 
ancestral land. But not yet. And now, they just don’t have the strength of mind 
or body to wait any longer. They’ve given up.  

Let’s be realistic, they say. God has forgotten us, abandoned us, left us to 
the whims and will of the Babylonians and it’s up to us to make the best of 
it. But Isaiah has an answer to their fatalistic perspective, their feelings of 
abandonment, their hopelessness, and their despair. And to ours, as well.

We are all tired of waiting.

2021 

FEB
7 When Will the Lord 

Hear Our Cry?

WHEN WILL GOD HEAR OUR CRY?
ISAIAH 40:21-31
PASTOR ROBYN HOGUE



FEBRUARY 7, 2021  | WHEN WILL GOD HEAR OUR CRY? |  2

It’s been a year since the coronavirus first 
appeared and about 11 months since the 
shutdowns began. And we’re tired of it. The 
virus. The promises and misrepresentations. 
The masks, the handwashing, the social 
distancing. The shutdowns. The death tolls. 
The 14-day new case count. The vaccinations 
available to some, but not yet to us.

We want to take off the face coverings and 
breath without having our glasses fog up. We 
want the skin on our hands to get healthier 
after being ravaged by incessant washing. 
We want to go to the movies, the bowling 
alley, the gym, the pub, church. And we want 
to hug each other again. We want our kids 
back in classrooms. We want our colleges 
and universities open to in-person, hands-on 
learning.

And we are tired of the other cascading 
crises—the lack of jobs, the lack of affordable 
housing, the lack of racial justice. Added to 
this we’re tired of people making excuses and 
defending the insurrectionists and rioters who 
stormed our capitol building, threatened our 
elected leaders, and caused the deaths of five 
people. We want it all. We know how those 
ancient Israelites who were held hostage in 
Babylon were feeling. We’re tired of waiting.

Back in 586 BCE the Babylonian army, under 
King Nebuchadnezzar, laid siege to the city 
of Jerusalem. The siege lasted about 3 years, 
but the city finally fell and about 15,000-18,000 
Israelites, the educated class, military and 
political leaders, religious leaders, merchants, 
and wealthy landowners, were force-marched 
to Babylon. The number was most likely many 
times larger because these numbers only 
represented the adult men, not including 
the women and children in their families. In 
Babylon, they joined those who had been 
brought there about a decade earlier. There, 
they were required to abide in exile. They were 
allowed to live, but they weren’t allowed to 
leave. 

The prophet Jeremiah had warned them that 
the exile would not be brief so they should 
make the best of it:

Take wives and have sons and daughters; take 
wives for your sons, and give your daughters 
in marriage, that they may bear sons and 
daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. 
But seek the welfare of the city where I have 
sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on 
its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 
welfare…For thus says the Lord: Only when 
Babylon’s seventy years are completed will I visit 
you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring 
you back to this place. (Jeremiah 29:6-7,10)

Now, however, those 70 years have come 
and gone and they’re still living in exile. Some 
have made good for themselves by entering 
into the Babylonian economy and working 
hard to build lives for their families while 
maintaining their Jewish faith and identity. 
Others have abandoned their Jewishness and 
gone native, adopting Babylonian names and 
practices, even their religion. Still, others have 
hardened their hearts and ossified their faith, 
doing nothing, filled with grief, bitterness, and 
resentment and waiting for God to deliver 
them. (Psalm 137)

Many have given up hope of ever returning 
to their homeland. God, they believe, has 
abandoned them. God doesn’t care about 
them anymore. They had a good thing, once, 
but they blew it. God is gone. Or, worse, God 
is incapable and powerless in the face of the 
might and power of Babylon. Maybe it’s not 
that God won’t do anything, but that God can’t 
do anything to free them. When will God hear 
their cry?

Isaiah of the Exile, however, is having none of 
the pessimistic, fatalistic outlooks.

In Isaiah 40:21-31, he preaches an eloquent and 
powerful retort to the self-defeating fatalism he 
is hearing from his fellow exiles. He reminds 
them of the things they have learned about 
YHWH, starting with the simple lessons they 
were taught in Sunday school about how God 
created all that is and rescued their ancestors 
from the Egyptians.
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And then the prophet takes them through their 
own experience, how they, themselves, have 
seen and felt the goodness and the power of 
the Lord of Hosts.

Finally, Isaiah concludes with those beautiful 
words that lend themselves so marvelously to 
a song:

Have you not known? Have you not heard? 
The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator 
of the ends of the earth. He does not grow 
tired or weary and His understanding no one 
can fathom. He gives strength to the weary 
and increases the power of the weak. Even 
youths will faint and be weary, and the young 
will stumble and fall; but those who hope in the 
Lord shall renew their strength. They will soar 
on wings like eagles, they will run and not grow 
weary, they shall walk and not be faint. (Isaiah 
40:28-31) 

These words of consolation and hope are apt 
for our present moment. The current global 
health crisis surely feels like a season of exile 
as we grapple with social isolation and a 
deep sense of vulnerability. Yet, in her work, 
“Vulnerability and Glory,” theologian Kristine 
Culp makes the striking claim that vulnerability 
is the pivot of salvation; that is, vulnerability can 
be a turning point that prompts reflection on 
our malformations, providing an opportunity for 
change and for movement in new directions. 
Vulnerability is not an appealing concept, given 
the high value, we place on self-sufficiency and 
independence. Who wants to be vulnerable? 

The realities of our present moment have 
imposed a new and widespread sense of 
vulnerability upon us that can teach us that 
stand-alone self-sufficiency is an illusion. 
Moments of vulnerability help us recognize 
the deep interdependency we have with 
one another and with God. So in important 
respects, the oracles from Isaiah this Sunday 
can speak powerfully to our present crisis. 
Indeed, two interrelated dimensions of this 
text are particularly relevant for our time: 
the affirmations that the creator God, who 
establishes the stars in the heavens and calls 
them by name, is also the God who empowers 
the faint-hearted and gives strength to the 
weary. So, let us consider each in turn.  

First, it is striking that Isaiah takes the majestic 
God of creation as the springboard for 
addressing the vulnerability of exhausted and 
exiled people. Arrestingly, the prophet directs 
their attention to the stars:  God “stretches out 
the heavens like a curtain and spreads them 
like a tent to live in. …  Lift up your eyes on high 
and see: Who created these? God who brings 
out their host and numbers them, calling them 
all by name; because God is great in strength, 
mighty in power, not one is missing.” The 
underlying assumption here is that the God 
who created all things and continues to sustain 
them is also empowering the particularities of 
life in the present moment. 

Isaiah’s emphasis on the majestic God of all 
creation and history stretches the imagination 
of weary, despairing people exiled by the might 
of the vast Babylonian empire — the dominant, 
oppressive regime in their world. Isaiah insists 
that they worship a God who is more vast and 
powerful than Babylon’s, for God “makes the 
rulers of the earth as nothing.” In other words, 
the God who sets the foundations of the earth 
can also overcome empires. 

Thus, the second interrelated dimension of 
this Scripture is just as important: The God 
who hung the stars and the moon and who 
vanquishes the powerful is also One who 
comes close to give life to the weary and 
exhausted. The very God taken to be obsolete 
is the one who governs and gives strength, 
who makes it possible for life to be taken 
up again without the force of empire — that 
is, a God who can override the nothingness 
offered by a nihilistic, life-sucking, dominant 
culture.  Let’s hear it again: “God gives power 
to the faint and strengthens the powerless. 
Even youths will faint and be weary, and the 
young will fall exhausted; but those who wait 
for the Lord shall renew their strength, they 
shall mount up with wings like eagles, they 
shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and 
not faint.” Isaiah brings a word to us today as 
he did to the exhausted people of his own: 
God makes a way when there seems to be 
no way.  

Have you heard of Ida B. Wells?
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She was a  journalist, educator, and early leader 
in the civil rights movement lived out of this 
kind of faith confidence in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. In her lifetime, she battled 
sexism, racism, and violence. As a skilled writer, 
Wells-Barnett also used her skills as a journalist 
to shed light on the conditions of African 
Americans throughout the South. She was born 
in 1862 and died in 1931. 

Wells awakened the conscience of the nation 
to the horrors of lynching, despite the fact that 
her work was shunned by white Christians and 
even some Black ministers. When asked what 
sustained her, she always spoke of her faith, 
formed and nurtured by ex-slave parents — a 
faith defined by the cross of Jesus and Black 
resistance to white supremacy. Theologian 
James Cone, in his work “The Cross and the 
Lynching Tree,” narrates the story of Wells’ 
clandestine visit – in disguise and at risk to her 
life  – to 12 condemned Arkansas prisoners who 
had survived the massacre of nearly 300 Blacks 
in Elaine, Arkansas, in 1919.  

When the prisoners insistently told Ida B. Wells, 
“We are innocent, but all we can do is pray to 
the Lord and sing and time passes on,” she 
admonished them with these words: “Why don’t 
you pray to live and ask to be freed?  The God 
you serve is the God of Paul and Silas who 
opened the prison gates, and if you have all the 
faith you say you have, you ought to believe 
that God will open your prison doors too.”  Once 
they were acquitted by the Supreme Court, one 
of the freed prisoners told Wells’ family that 
after her visit, “we never talked about dying 
anymore but did as she told us, and now every 
last one of us is free.” 

For ancient exiles and contemporary ones – 
any who find themselves in isolated, vulnerable 
circumstances – Isaiah conveys profoundly 
good news: “Those who wait for the Lord shall 
renew their strength, they shall mount up with 
wings like eagles, they shall run and not be 
weary, they shall walk and not faint.” (verse 
40:31) The sovereign God of all creation, the 
God who makes tyrants fall, can make a way 
when there seems to be no way. Indeed, the 

central paradox of our faith is that life emerges 
from the vulnerability of fear and isolation – 
from the cross-shaped places of our lives – for 
the divine creator who has named and sustains 
the stars in the sky is also the God of history 
and of our present moment, who seeks us out 
in the midst of our own oppressive realities, 
setting us free from them and empowering us 
for liberation, resistance, and homegoing.  

Isaiah reminds us that God is worth waiting for. 
Have you not seen? Have you not heard? When 
will God hear our cry? The answer is that God 
will hear it as we cry it, perhaps before we even 
know we need to cry. The answer is that God 
is already at work. Have we not seen? Have we 
not heard? God will strengthen us. We will soar 
as if on the wings of eagles.


