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 But now thus says the Lord, 
the one who created you, O Jacob, 
the one who formed you, O Israel: 

Do not fear, for I have redeemed you. 
I have called you by name,  
you are mine. 

When you pass through the waters,  
I will be with you; 
and through the rivers,  
they will not overwhelm you. 

When you walk through fire  
you will not be burned, 
and the flame will not consume you. 

For I am the Lord your God, 
the Holy One of Israel, your Savior. 

I give Egypt as your ransom, 
Ethiopia and Seba in exchange for you. 

Because you are precious in my sight, 
and honored, and I love you, 

I give people in return for you, 
nations in exchange for your life. 

Do not fear, for I am with you. 
I will bring your offspring from the east, 
and from the west I will gather you. 

I will say to the north, “Give them up,” 
and to the south, “Do not withhold; 
bring my sons from far away 
and my daughters  
from the end of the earth— 



everyone who is called by my name, 
whom I created for my glory, 
whom I formed and made.”                            

                                                                Isaiah 43:1-7 
 
 Office Depot sells over a thousand different 
chairs—multi-functional, specialty task seating, 
ergonomic, big and tall, leather, wood, mesh, and 
memory foam.  Even with the show-offs who have 
stand-up desks, the chair is still the seat of success in 
our high-tech economy.  A good chair is a necessity, 
because we have taken sitting to new levels.   

Never in history have so many people sat in 
chairs for such long periods of time.  As a result, 
according to the American Association of 
Orthopedic Surgeons, about eighty percent of us will 
experience back pain.  Good chairs have to be the 
right height and have good lumbar support.  A top-
grade cushion is nice, armrests, and a little rocking 
action.  With all the time we spend sitting–in front of 
a computer, a desk, a table–a comfortable chair is a 
key to a comfortable life. 
 The makers of comfortable chairs are making 
lots of money.  One manufacturer, the Herman 
Miller Company, makes the Aeron, a chair with 
polyester mesh, woven into a unique design that is 
light, flexible, mobile, and resilient.  It is an example 
of what seat scientists call “deep chairness.”  A seat 



this sweet is anything but cheap.  The Aeron costs 
around $1200. 
 A competing firm, Humanscale, makes its 
chairs’ padding from a silicone-like substance called 
TechnoGel—a material that spreads weight with 
uncanny gentleness thanks to its gelatinous 
buoyancy.  The Humanscale chair has a waferlike 
seat that goes way beyond mere “cushioning.”  One 
user says, “It’s like sitting in a puddle of your own 
flesh.”  Humanscale’s no-frills price begins at 
$1200. 
 It would be easy to make fun of people who pay 
$1200 to sit in a puddle of their own flesh, but we 
like having a comfortable place to sit.  When your 
back hurts it is easy to forget that soft seating is not, 
in the grand scheme of things, a world-class 
problem.  We get upset when our chair is 
uncomfortable.  We get upset when we cannot get on 
the internet.  We get upset when the train is late.   

Most days an aching back is a bigger concern 
than hurting people.  A computer virus causes more 
worry than the AIDS virus.  A phone that is not 
working just right feels more tragic than the far 
away tragedies at the bottom of the newsfeed.  The 
weight of our concerns works like gravity.  The 
closer they are to us the more we feel their weight.   

When we complain about the pain in our 
posterior—and other problems of privilege—we 
forget that there is real agony in the world.  When 



your back is stiff it is hard to think about anyone 
else.  But every once in a while when we are feeling 
frustrated by the annoyances that fill our lives, we 
need to remember that there are concerns more 
serious than our chairs, computers, and phones.  
While we want comfortable chairs, comfortable 
shoes, and comfortable jobs, much of the world 
cannot imagine a comfortable day.   

The prophet Isaiah knows a few wealthy people 
who worry about their backsides, but most of the 
people in Israel have more serious problems.  They 
have earth-shaking problems.  Their nation, Judah, is 
being threatened again.  Babylon has conquered 
Israel.  Their lives are in danger.  “Chaos is always 
knocking at the door” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer).   

Isaiah listens for a word from God and hears 
God say:  
“When you’re in over your head, I’ll be with you. 
When you’re in rough waters, you won’t drown. 
When you walk through fire you won’t be burned. 
The flames won’t consume you.  Because I am God,  
I’ve called your name. You’re mine. 
I’d sell off the whole world to get you back,  
trade the creation just for you. 
So don’t be afraid.  I’m with you.” 

How different would these words sound if we 
were in Southeast Asia?  The death toll from last 
month’s tsunami in Indonesia was, as of Christmas 



Eve, 373.  They are still counting, but the media has 
stopped paying attention.  

How would we hear “when you pass through the 
waters, I will be with you” if we had lost our home 
in a flood?  What would the promise that “the rivers 
will not overwhelm you” mean if our church had 
been destroyed?  How would we feel about “the 
flame will not consume you” if someone we loved 
died and was cremated? 
 Hindus worship local gods they believe have the 
power to destroy and create.  These deities control 
life. As Hindus grieve over what used to be fishing 
communities, many will assume that the gods are 
angry.    
 Buddhists believe in karma.  They will ask what 
they might have done to cause this tragedy.    

Most of the population in Indonesia is Muslim.  
Several verses in the Koran suggest that everything 
that happens is Allah’s doing.  Some will see this 
disaster as a test from God.   
 Christians make up 10% of Indonesia.  We have 
a hard time with hard questions:  Why tragedies?  
Why such evil?  Why such heartbreak?   

We hear the questions more when they are 
closer to home.  People keep passing through the 
waters, through the rivers of death and depression.  
A broker makes a fine salary, but dreads the thought 
of going to the office.  A couple’s marriage grows 
colder and colder and then shatters like a block of 



ice.  Young parents lose a child to an 
unpronounceable disease.  A fifty-year-old realizes 
that she may spend more years caring for her mother 
who no longer knows her, than her mother spent 
caring for her.   
 People walk through the fire.  A frustrated father 
locks horns with his defiant teenager.  A 
thirtysomething wife decides not to go to church for 
fear that someone will ask about her bruises.  A 
middle-aged woman wonders how she got to be 
middle-aged without figuring out who she wants to 
be.     
 When our neighbors, friends and family pass 
through frightening flames and raging rivers, they 
are not interested in the TechnoGel technology that 
turns an office chair into “a puddle of their own 
flesh.”  They just want to keep their flesh in one 
piece, out of the searing fires and overwhelming 
waters.  Survival is more urgent than comfort.   
 Maybe it happens for all of us, all the world 
over.  Maybe eventually we all pass through flames 
and rivers.  Perhaps we let loose our frustrations on 
chairs, computers, and phones, because we 
understand that they inconsequential.  Maybe we 
avoid the deepest concerns of our heart and world, 
because our fears and the world’s fears are too 
frightening to address on our own. 
 According to Isaiah, we are not on our own.  
The promise of God’s presence is for those from the 



north, south, east, and west:  “Bring my sons from 
far away and my daughters from the end of the 
earth—everyone who is called by my name.”   

The promise is that when we pass through the 
waters, God will be with us.  When we walk through 
the fire, we will not be burned.  Anyone who has 
paid attention recognizes this is not a promise that 
floods will not take our lives, the ones we love will 
not die, or that we will not suffer.   

The promise is that no matter what comes, God 
is with us.  Christians hold to the story of Jesus 
dying on the cross, God suffering with us.  The 
central truth of the Christian faith is that God will be 
with us through whatever comes.   
 Isaiah insists, “God has created you.”   

God insists, “You are precious.”   
No matter how bad life gets or when death 

comes, no matter the flood or the fire, no matter how 
many disappointments we face, nothing is going to 
change our place as children of God.  God has called 
us by name and promised to sustain us through the 
storms.  When we pass through the fire, God will be 
with us, with love, life, and hope.  God is pushing to 
bring peace out of conflict, good out of evil, life out 
of death.  We feel the heat, but the flames will not 
consume us.   
 And when we experience the truth of God’s 
presence, we become a source of God’s presence.  
We bring hope to hurting people.   



 Larry Davies tells this story about Anne, a forty-
two-year-old who went to the hospital with an 
infection in her knees and hips so severe that she had 
not been able to walk for almost a year.  She was 
facing extensive surgery and a mountain of problems 
including family squabbles and a stack of unpaid 
bills.  Davies was near the end of three months of 
chaplain training required to become a minister in 
his denomination.   

He says, “I began as a brash young minister who 
thought he could change the world.  I left the 
hospital older and wiser and focusing more on 
changing myself and leaving the world changing to 
God.”   

Late one afternoon, a doctor called the chaplain 
to go with her to give Anne some bad news.  
Routine blood tests had revealed another problem.  
Anne was HIV positive.  After the doctor explained 
the situation, she walked out.  The chaplain was left 
not sure how to begin.   

What could he possible say or do that would 
ease Anne’s suffering?  For nearly an hour, Anne 
talked and cried.  She’d been horribly abused most 
of her life.  Soon she’d face excruciating surgery 
followed by a long, painful recovery, only to cope 
with AIDS.  The chaplain could not think of 
anything to say.   

Finally he asked, “Would you like to share 
communion?”   



She looked at him for the longest time and then 
with a tear running down her cheek, she nodded yes.  
That night amidst the busyness and noise of a big 
metropolitan hospital, a struggling student chaplain 
and a deeply troubled woman discovered the 
comfort only God can give:  “Merciful God, we 
confess that we have not loved you, but you forgive 
us.  This is the bread of life, given for us.  This is the 
cup of love, given for us.  Amen.”   

They both felt it.  Something changed.  
Something holy. Grace happened.  A hospital 
chaplain who had discovered that he couldn’t do it 
all and a struggling woman who seemed to have lost 
it all discovered together the all-encompassing love 
of God  (Larry Davies, “Hospitals, Chaplains and 
God’s Comfort,” sowseeds@hovac.com). 

Bad things happen to good people in this 
congregation.  Some of us have been through the 
death of a parent, the death of a child, frightening 
illnesses, career confusion, career destruction, 
religious conflicts, family conflicts, broken 
relationships, wayward children, declining parents, 
marriages that never happened, babies who were 
never born, bad decisions that looked good at the 
time, loneliness, lost love, lost hope, and shattered 
dreams.     

One of the best parts of my job is that I hear the 
stories of members of Plymouth caring for broken-
hearted sisters and brothers.  You move past concern 



for your own comfort to be a friend to someone who 
is hurting.  You do it with words and acts of 
kindness.  You take someone to lunch.  You share 
your own struggles.  You offer God’s love.  You do 
not usually realize what is happening at first, but as 
you love one another in the hardest times, something 
changes.  Something holy.  Grace happens.   

We help one another move from pain to hope.  
We endure devastation with an understanding that 
our lives have meaning that is bigger than any 
adversary.  We live in love that is deeper than we are 
and move toward hope we cannot see.  We teach one 
another that God is with us, no matter what.   God is 
present with us and through us.  

Much of what we do most days is not important.  
We try to make our lives comfortable, but in the 
midst of our quest for comfortable chairs, computers 
that will not crash, and phones that always work.  
God calls us to remember that people like us are 
hurting, and that God is with us all.   
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