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At the Solemn Mass on Friday night on the feast of the 
Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary, the choir sang a 
Mass setting by Francisco de Peñalosa. Peñalosa died in 
1528, so I think music historians would place him 
somewhere in the middle years of the Renaissance, but two 
of our choristers, who know about such things, tell me that 
Friday’s Mass reminded them of music from the early years 
of the Renaissance. I know too little about such things to 
venture an opinion about all that, but I will say that there 
were things in Friday’s Mass that seemed distinctive to me 
and very powerful. That was especially true of the song of 
praise, the Gloria in excelsis. 
 
The music of the Gloria had an insistent beat, a rhythm, to 
it, that moved the text forward right to the end. It wasn’t an 
aggressive or martial beat. It was more like dance music or 
the beat of a heart, and I liked it. Afterward, that got me 
thinking about what we mean when we sing “Glory to God 
in the highest,” or say that Christ is “the Holy One,” who, 
                                                 
1 In order to better understand the passage from Isaiah, I read the relevant sections of 
Joseph Blenkinsopp’s commentary, Isaiah 40–55, A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, Anchor Yale Bible 19A (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 
2002) and references to the passage in Walter Brueggemann’s Theology of the Old 
Testament (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1997). Both works shaped this 
sermon in significant ways. 



with the Spirit, is “in the glory of God the Father.” What is 
this glory and what might it look like? I think I often 
imagine God’s glory as static. After all, at Compline, the 
Night Service, we ask God to “protect us through the hours 
of this night, so that we who are wearied by the changes and 
chances of this life may rest in [God’s] eternal 
changelessness” (Book of Common Prayer 133). And I suppose 
that makes me imagine that experience as passive—seeing, 
witnessing, but not moving. But Peñalosa’s Gloria was 
saying something different. It was saying that God’s glory 
was a force, an energy, that moves things and inspires 
movement. It was saying: God is alive and gives us the gift 
of life. So, don’t waste your life. Listen to the beat of your 
heart. Get up, go out, and keep moving— not frantically, 
not fearfully, not anxiously— but with purpose and focus. 
The music seemed to be inviting us to experience the glory 
of God right now. It was urging us to listen closely for a 
word that might change us—an invitation, or a call, or a 
command—a word like “prepare,” “make straight,” “cry 
out,” “go up the mountain,” “lift up your voice with 
strength,” “repent,” which is to say something like, “change 
your mind,” “be transformed deep down, in your spirit, and 
in your heart.” 
 
Those words come, of course, from Isaiah and from the 
Gospel of Mark, which quotes Isaiah, telling us that 
something new is happening: a prophet named John has 
appeared in the wilderness. And he says, get ready, 



“prepare,” for God is at work, a Mighty One is coming, 
someone in whom you will experience the presence of God, 
for he brings with him the gift of the Holy Spirit. And so, 
like Isaiah before him, John announces the advent of the 
very glory of God. 
 
Our first reading this morning is taken from part of the 
Book of Isaiah known as Second Isaiah. It dates to the 
middle of the 500s before Christ. Cyrus, king of Persia, has 
come to power and Babylon has fallen or is about to fall. At 
last, Israel’s exiles are going home. Israel’s captors will no 
longer force the people to sing one of the Lord’s songs in a 
strange and foreign land (Psalm 137:3). God says that the 
time of war has ended. God says Israel’s sins have been 
forgiven. God turns to his people, almost admitting that, in 
his desire for faithfulness, he has gone too far, making Israel 
pay double for all her sins. But, Isaiah says, the time of 
estrangement has ended. Now is the time of comfort and 
consolation. And this word of consolation is meant to 
inspire not rest, but movement: get up and go. Go into the 
wilderness as your forebears did long ago. For this is a new 
exodus, a new passage from slavery to freedom, from death 
to life. And the prophet shares the Lord’s words: when you 
are in the wilderness, and when you cross over into the land 
of Judah, and when you enter the Holy City itself, get ready, 
prepare, for the Lord will make himself known. And when 
you witness that, make the vision known, cry out “Behold 
your God!” And what will the vision be like? Like this, the 



prophet says. The Lord is a king, who comes in might. The 
Lord is a shepherd, who feeds his flock and carries his lambs 
in his arms. And both those things are true, and both those 
things are words of consolation and comfort. 
 
For Christians, Isaiah’s vision is one of the bridges that 
unites the first Testament with the second. Mark the 
evangelist himself believed that. He puts Isaiah’s words on 
John the Baptist’s lips. And, for Christians, that echo is 
momentous: Mark begins his gospel without a preface. He 
simply tells us that the Lord is coming and that his advent 
will be glorious. And he uses John the Baptist to say to us—
do not sit still. Get up, move, make ready, prepare, for the 
Lord is coming. And what kind of Lord will this be? And 
the answer to that question is revealed as Mark’s gospel 
unfold. And as he tells his story we will realize that he is 
giving us Isaiah’s paradox: the Lord is mighty and the Lord 
is a shepherd. The Lord who has the power to announce 
the kingdom, forgive sins, heal the sick, give courage to the 
fearful, and feed those hungry for food, for wisdom, and 
the presence of God, that Lord will die on a cross—and by 
entering into that paradox, Mark says, you will experience a 
new exodus, you will know what it is to pass from death to 
life. 
 
Long ago, the early Christian monks known as the desert 
fathers and mothers diagnosed a certain disease of the soul: 
they called it despondency, the noonday demon. This 



malady made the sufferer restless, inspiring movement 
without purpose. They pointed out despondency’s 
“contradictory character.” For the afflicted soul, “everything 
that was available to the soul was hateful and everything 
that was unavailable to it was desirable.”2 And the remedy 
to this affliction is, as far as I’m able to understand the 
desert elders is this: the remedy is God. The elders told their 
disciples that the antidote to despondency was knowledge, 
love, and mastery over restless desires. They said, try to sit 
still, be patient, learn how to wait for God who is always 
coming to you, and don’t be fooled: Just because you desire 
something, it doesn’t mean that the thing is desirable. The 
elders were telling their disciples: Prepare a way for the 
Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for God. And 
by doing this, by waiting with patience, they would learn at 
last how to move, how to act, and how to do God’s will. 
 
In this restless and distracted season, may we learn how to 
wait, learn, and listen, so that we may go forth to meet the 
glory of God, a small and helpless child whose name means 
Savior. 
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