Let’s start at the very beginning… it is, after all, a very good place to start. God made all good things from nothing, and then he created people. Why? Because he loved them and wanted them to know him. The very first people had a close relationship with God; he would walk in the garden with them. But we know it went wrong; Adam and Eve chose not to listen to God and that relationship was damaged. 
The Old Testament tells the story of God’s people, first coming close to God, then turning away. They would be exiled from Israel, before returning to Jerusalem. It was a cycle repeated time and time again. 
This is when Isaiah wrote the passage we read this morning. He writes about the people mourning over Jerusalem, which had been destroyed and was being rebuilt. But the passage also talks about New Jerusalem - a symbol of God’s peace and presence with his people, a vision of renewed relationship between God and humanity.
That vision became a reality through Jesus, who came to earth, becoming fully human and living among us. Through his death on the cross, he removed the barrier that had formed when Adam and Eve disobeyed God. The relationship between God and his people could become close once more.
So what should this close relationship look like?
We are used to talking about God as our Father, who created and loved us, but for some people “Father” suggests a formal relationship, with a stern, rule-setting, distant figure. Jesus called God “Abba,” which is more like “Papa” or “Daddy,” names which suggest a closer, affectionate relationship.
Isaiah suggests a different image, painting a picture of God in a motherly role, nursing her baby. The relationship between a Mum and her baby is unique; the bond is formed long before the baby is born. In the same way, God knew us and loved us before we existed.
More than that, the relationship between mum and baby is intimate; as the baby grows in its mother’s belly, she feels it kick, move and even hiccup. For those nine months, she provides all that is needed for baby to grow. The baby learns the sound of its mother’s voice from inside the womb.
This is what God wants for us; for us to recognise his voice and to know we are loved.
But, as anyone who has spent time with a baby will know, babies cry. Lots. And loudly. They cry when they are hungry. They cry when they are tired. They cry when they need a clean nappy. They cry when they want holding, when they feel unsettled, when they need comfort. Often, it is at the breast of a nursing mother that these needs are met.
This is how God describes how he wants to comfort us, like a nursing mother holding her child close and meeting its fundamental needs.
In Luke’s gospel, Jesus uses a similar image, saying “I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings.” (Luke 13:34) 
In Jesus’ time, and for centuries after, hens were seen as a symbol of motherhood.[footnoteRef:1] Their natural instinct is to comfort and shield their chicks, stretching out their wings so the chicks can shelter underneath, even if it’s just to keep them warm and dry in the rain. If their chicks are threatened, they become protective[footnoteRef:2], sheltering their chicks while using their wings and beak to defend. If need be, they will die to protect their chicks.  [1:  Show image of hen sheltering chicks from rain.]  [2:  Show image I Would Gather Thee – Liz Lemon Swindle.] 

Does that sound familiar?
Jesus died to save us from our sins, to protect us from punishment, so that we could be brought back into relationship with God. 
In our Isaiah passage, God is recorded as saying “As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you.”
All of us, at some time in our life, need comfort. Perhaps we feel lonely, or sad, or scared, or lost. We feel unsettled or uncertain. In those situations, we are invited to turn to God.
God is described as being like a nursing mother, holding her child close to nourish and comfort. We are invited to be like the baby, crying out and reaching for God.
Jesus described himself as like a mother hen, sheltering her chick beneath her wings. We are invited to be like the chick, running to that place of safety.
God knew you and loved you before you existed. God created you to know him, intimately. What you do now is up to you. God is waiting, arms open, to hold you close, to comfort you and nourish you. Whatever you are facing, whyever you need comfort, God is waiting for you.
