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Isaiah 35:1-7 
 
When I was growing up, my dad taught classes for the community on rappelling and rope 
climbing. He would set up all of his gear in the gym at the local community college once a 
week, and have people dangling on ropes from the rafters. They would learn safety 
techniques and how to tie certain knots, and how to use various gear systems to get you up 
and down a rope safely.  
 
And then, at the end of the class, the final project was for the whole class to go out on a 
Saturday to a place outside of town called “Hippie Hole” – basically a large shelter or small 
cave in the rocks, that was absolutely perfect for letting the students practice their new-
found skills outside, with easier and more difficult route options. I always loved these days 
because, even though my dad was in teacher mode, the whole family would go with him 
and we’d make a day of it. 
 
It would be a little hike from the car, through the desert and up the rubble to the mouth of 
Hippie Hole, and then another hike up to the top of the cliff where my dad would tie off the 
ropes. There was always a lot of gear to carry – ropes and harnesses and equipment, and 
lunch, of course – and sometimes carrying this gear to the cave and then back again at the 
end of the day, you weren’t always watching where you were stepping. 
 
And I distinctly remember one trip back down from Hippie Hole when my little sister lost 
her footing, and tripped, and when she landed she found herself sitting on a Lechuguilla 
cactus. 

 
 
So, the Lechuguilla is a kind of cactus that is only found in the Chihuahuan Desert – which is 
the largest desert in North America, spanning about 200,000 square miles in Mexico and 
parts of the Southwestern United States. The leaves of the Lechuguilla are sometimes 
called “shin daggers” because they are huge and sharp and really, really strong – so strong 
that they can cut through most fabrics, including leather. 
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It’s actually a really important plant, and has a lot of uses. The flowers are a source of 
nutrients for insects, bats, and some birds. The leaves themselves are a huge part of the 
diet of the Javelina –  

 
basically a wild (and really mean) cousin of the pig. The water in the leaves of the 
Lechuguilla is rich in electrolytes, and in some parts of Mexico it’s extracted and sold as a 
sports drink. And the roots used to be used as a soap by the Native Americans. 
 
However, as useful and as helpful as this cactus can be, the last thing you want to do, is to 
sit on it. 
 
My sister ended up being fine. She healed up nicely and swore never to sit on another 
cactus again. The resolutions that one has to make when they live in the desert. 
 
Today – as we begin to wind down the season of Lent (next week we will celebrate Palm 
Sunday, which will lead us into Holy Week and then into Easter), today we are finishing up 
our series of messages on desert landscapes – a look at the dry and dusty places of our 
souls and what things like scorpions and flash floods and rocky soil have to teach us about 
the sustaining work of God in life’s more challenging seasons. 
 
When we started this series, we were not yet in the middle of isolation due to a global 
pandemic. But as we have continued our way through the desert stories in scripture, I think 
the image of the desert has become even more powerful for us. The desert is an isolated 
space; it can be a scary space, a dangerous space, not unlike what we as a people are 
walking through right now. But, in these deserts of life, just like in literal deserts, amidst 
the fierceness there is enormous potential for powerful growth, abiding hope, and deep, 
deep beauty. And that is what we are going to talk about today. 
 
Sometimes we think about the desert as being nothing but miles and miles and miles of 
sand dunes baking in the hot, hot sun. But as we’ve seen, the desert is a place that is 
teeming with life. Sometimes, the life that we see in the desert is heavily-guarded with 
points and prickles and spines and teeth. But occasionally, we see a softer, more colorful 
side of these very same things. 
 
We’ve been talking about cactus today, so let’s keep going with that.  
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This is a prickly pear cactus – probably the most common cactus that you see back where I 
am from. I love the yellow blossoms on the prickly pear that appear in the spring and the 
summer. But even better – the fruit.  

 
You have to be careful picking it, because even the fruit is pointy. It has little fuzzy-looking 
tufts all over it that embed themselves in your skin and are hard to get out. But, once you 
pick it and peel it, the fruit is delicious. Kind-of like a cross between a strawberry 
and…maybe a papaya. Or maybe, a little bit like a rose hip. It’s great for eating fresh, or 
making into jelly. 
 
Or here’s another one.  

 
This is my favorite cactus. The cholla. These bad boys are everywhere. From a distance, 
they are really not much to look at. They look kind-of like a big bush with no leaves and 
spindly branches. The cholla is interesting, though, because when it dies, the flesh of the 
plant rots away, leaving a beautiful wooden skeleton underneath.  
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The birds love the skeletons because they are strong enough to perch on, and because 
bugs like to hang out inside of them, so they are a pretty good food source. But my 
favorite: in the spring when the cholla bursts into bloom and you get this vibrant fuchsia 
blossom that lights up everything around. 

 
 
When things are dry and barren and seemingly hopeless, sometimes it is the littlest things 
– a flower blooming or a sweet fruit ripening – that remind us that there is still life in the 
desert, and that even in life’s challenging seasons God continues to open our eyes to the 
simple yet profound gifts around us. 
 
Our scripture reading today is from the book of Isaiah – a book that was written, probably 
in pieces over a long period of time. It is one of the books of the prophets – a book that 
speaks words of warning and judgment, as well as words of comfort and promise, to the 
people of Judah - the people of the Southern Kingdom. Isaiah begins shortly before 
Babylon invades and conquers Jerusalem, and then walks with the people of Judah through 
the Babylonian exile, and then into the years following the exile when the people are 
allowed to return home and they start re-building their lives again. 
 
Isaiah covers a lot of ground. And depending on what part of the book we are reading, the 
tone changes significantly, based on the people’s circumstances. In early Isaiah, we get 
some harsh words of warning and pronouncements of judgment, when Judah has gotten 
complacent and the leaders aren’t listening to God. Middle Isaiah’s tone softens a lot, 
though. The people are in crisis and even though Judah brought this catastrophe on itself, 
the people are hurting and God isn’t there to say “I told you so,” but instead, God is saying 
“I know you’re hurting, and I’m here. And better days will come.” And then, in later Isaiah 
the book takes on a more motivational tone. The people have returned home, but home 
just isn’t the same and the work of rebuilding is discouraging. So God serves kind-of like 
their cheerleader, giving them encouragement and hope as they begin to put their lives 
back together again. 
 
Our scripture today is somewhere between early and middle Isaiah. Probably the exile 
hasn’t happened yet, but it’s about to. God has just finished telling Judah that their actions 
are going to have dire consequences and that life is going to get bad, and stay bad for 
awhile. They are going to walk through a desert. Actually, they are literally going to walk 
through a desert when they are forced to journey to Babylon, and then they are going to 
have to walk back through that desert again before they return home. And then Babylon 
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itself is going to be a wilderness all of its own – a wilderness that the people will not 
understand and will not like. 
 
But, God says, not all will be lost. 
“The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad,” God says. 
    “the desert shall rejoice and blossom; 
like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, 
    and rejoice with joy and singing. 
 
So in the desert – in the pain – in the suffering – in the dry-ness – in the sojourning in a 
foreign land – in the confusion – in the hot, prickly terrain – there will be rejoicing. Things 
that you would not expect to flower will start to bloom. There will be unexpected beauty in 
the midst of the suffering. There will be light in the darkness. There will be hope when it 
feels like all is lost. 
 
And then Isaiah continues: 
“Strengthen the weak hands, 
    and make firm the feeble knees. 
Say to those who are of a fearful heart, 
    “Be strong, do not fear! 
Here is your God.  
[…] He will come and save you.” 
 
So when it feels like we are done; when we are spent; when we have nothing left; when 
our strength is giving out; when our hope is giving out; when our fear is getting the better 
of us; when we just snap and yell at our kids and our spouse and the TV and the cat 
because the isolation is just getting to us – take heart. God is still here, even in the 
confusion. And when our strength and resolve fail, God’s strength is more than enough to 
sustain us. So take a deep breath, close our eyes and count to 10 if we need to, and rest in 
the hands of God. 
 
But God doesn’t stop there. The words of the prophet continue: 
“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. 
For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, 
    and streams in the desert; 
the burning sand shall become a pool, 
    and the thirsty ground springs of water.” 
 
So it’s one thing when Isaiah is saying that God will comfort those in the wilderness. That 
God will never abandon those who are feeling lost and confused and afraid. It’s one thing 
to talk about a cactus blooming in the springtime and maybe even bearing fruit, bringing 
something unexpectedly beautiful to what would otherwise be just painful and prickly. 
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And Isaiah very much says that. But he doesn’t end there. God is a God of comfort, yes. 
God meets us in our time of need. God shows up when we are most vulnerable and afraid 
and shines a light into our lives, absolutely. But God does more than that. God doesn’t just 
comfort us – God transforms us. God makes us into something new. God doesn’t just sit 
with us in our fear – God opens the eyes of the blind. God makes the lame leap for joy. God 
unleashes the waters into the desert and quenches the thirst of all who are there. God is a 
God whose power is far greater than our deepest fear, and whose imagination is 
unparalleled. 
 
That doesn’t mean that God is just going to make the coronavirus go away. This is our 
wilderness – our desert – to walk through. At least our desert of the moment. We will walk 
through other deserts and take other scary wilderness journeys throughout our lives, and 
many of you watching have plenty of stories to tell about deserts that you have weathered 
throughout your life. Many people’s deserts have fears and dangers far deeper even than 
this one. This is part of our story, just as the exile remained a part of Israel’s. 
 
But God’s promise to us as we walk through the desert; as we encounter the occasional 
rattlesnake or as we sit on the occasional Lechuguilla cactus – God’s promise to us is that 
even though this moment may be hard, and even though it may get harder before it gets 
easier, and even though this is something that we need to take very seriously, God is in the 
business of surprising us. God never stops taking our places of deepest brokenness and 
turning them into something life-changing and earth-shattering. 
 
As we get ready to enter next week into Holy Week and walk yet again through Jesus’ 
passion story, this narrative shows up in the most powerful way imaginable: that God 
would use the pain of Good Friday to conquer pain and death and to bring about the 
resurrection and the salvation of the world. He didn’t just comfort the disciples. He 
changed the world. 
 
Friends, that’s our hope. That when life is a desert; when we feel dry and the world around 
us feels prickly; when we are stuck inside and have to figure out all over again how to do 
life and how to do community now that the rules have changed – our hope lies in the God 
who moves the mountains; who calms the seas; who orders the chaos; who rises from the 
dead; who does the unimaginable. And because this is the God we serve, I, for one, am 
excited to see what God is doing, right now, to bring transformation into your life and 
mine. 


