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There are many different styles of writing in the Bible.  Some passages are densely packed with theology or history. Some sing in poetry.  Some are narrative story-telling or claim to speak directly for God.  But some passages paint pictures.  The Bible is full of marvelous pictures that paint the beauty of God’s creation, or the grandeur of human spectacle.  Some pictures are hard for us modern folk to see, but there are many passages we cannot understand at all until we see the picture in them.

Paul gives a spectacular picture in this message to the Corinthians. “Thanks be to God who in Christ leads us in triumphal procession.”  There is quite a picture behind this declaration of thanksgiving: the Roman Triumph Procession.  Remember the kind of spectacular scene from movies?  There is always a victorious General returning home, preceded by an extravagant procession of the spoils of victory.  There are rows and rows of soldiers, wagons of plunder.  The sweet smell of incense fills the air.  The crowd can actually smell the victory as the procession passes. Then come the captives, the sure sign of victory.  Finally, bringing up the rear, the victorious commander being carried on a raised throne.  There is all the spectacle and excitement of a modern ticker-tape parade and more.  

Paul uses this military image to talk about God’s victory procession.  Through Jesus, God has become the victor being proclaimed and Paul is being led around as a prisoner in the triumph parade.  He has been captured by God and is kept on procession until he dies.  And so it is, he says, with all believers.

It is a strange idea.  Paul, the great apostle, glad to be a captive.  Servanthood is something we tent to shy away from.  Yet, throughout his writing, Paul calls himself a Servant of Christ and he is glad for it.  Paul correctly notes that we are all servants to something, success, money, power, prestige, cultural stereotypes.  But now there is a new choice.  Each of us can choose to be servants of Jesus. Paul makes a stark contrast.  Being servant to worldly values means death.  Being servant to Christ means life.  If we serve Christ, we are set free from the world.  We do not need to blindly serve the world’s institutions, values and definitions of success.  We are set free to serve the world in God’s name and make God’s Word known in the world.

Paul did in fact lead God’s victory parade across the first-century Mediterranean world, stopping and preaching in cities and towns, founding churches, celebrating God’s victory through Jesus the Christ.  Paul talks about the parade in plural pronouns.  God leads “us” all, not just Paul in the celebration of God’s victory, all yelling together, “Thanks be to God!” (v.14)  This is thanks expressed by captives to the victor.  These are people who have given up being slaves to this world and made themselves slaves to Christ.

Se we are God’s parade, going ahead of the Victor!  Can you see the picture?  The church, marching through time and space, banners flying, incense spreading.  Victory is proclaimed.  How much does this look like the churches you know?  It is an image of a dynamic church, given to a culture that too often sees the church in static, product-producing images.  Some see the church as a container, a place to go into to be serviced.  Others see the church as an institution every town ought to have, like a library, a post office, a bank.  We seem to be short of images of the church in motion, on the march, full of energy to serve others.  Church is not a spectator sport!  Paul’s picture is of a dynamic church, moving out confidently, proclaiming God’s word, showing God’s power and making it work for the common good in the world.  The church is God’s parade!

This is a special kind of parade, a victory parade.  The incense is sweet because the victory is real.  In Jesus, God has won a decisive battle over sin and death.  The victory is won by God’s faithfulness.  Our God is a God of promise who has proved to be faithful by keeping promises to God’s people.  God’s final promise is of salvation for men and women.  This promise is confirmed for us by the raising of Jesus from the dead.  The power over death is the power that confirms our hope for life.  We know that nothing can stand against the love of God.  Because God is faithful to promises, we have hope, and hope gives us strength to participate in the victory.

But what does being servant to God mean for us, for each of us and for the whole church?  Are we called only to move through the world preaching and teaching, proclaiming God’s goodness?  We are called to do that, but we are called to more as well.

Isaiah has a word or two to say about this.  He seems rather down on much of what we do in worshipping communities.  There is quite a list of cultic practices that are rejected by the prophet: sacrifices, including, animal sacrifices and burnt offerings, which are at the heart of Hebrew worship, processions and assemblies, general offerings, the burning of incense, even services of worship and prayer itself.  So if we take out processions, assemblies, offerings, incense and prayer, there doesn’t seem to be much left of Paul’s image of the victory parade. But Isaiah makes it clear that these religious activities are not rejected out of hand.  The key is in v. 13, “I cannot endure solemn assemblies with in inequity.”  The cure for the problem is to seek justice. This is the same message delivered most famously by Amos, “I hate, I despise your…solemn assemblies…but let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an overflowing stream” (5:21, 24) and which is at the heart of Micah 6:8, “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”

What Isaiah calls for is a both/and instead of either/or.  Neither worship practices nor the acting for the sake of justice is sufficient by itself.  True piety calls for doing both.  Both individuals and communities should engage in faithful worship and in active obedience to God’s call for justice in the world in which we live and worship.

Isaiah’s instructions (v.16, 17) are clear and quite specific. The first thing is to “cease to do evil.”  And then to “learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.”  To seek justice is to care for the powerless and excluded members of the community: the oppressed, the orphan, and the widow, to protect those least able to protect themselves.

Let’s look more closely at the biblical concept of justice.  I am often asked, “What does justice mean?”  As Old Testament scholar and ethicist Bruce Birch explains, God’s universal steadfast love, hesed, is the basis for Israel’s commitment to “justice, righteousness and wholeness (shalom).” (bir2, 55)  God has been faithful to God’s covenant with the Hebrew people, and this becomes the basis for the belief that each person in that community has an equal claim before God.  Each person has the same worth to God.  The goal of the ancient law codes was to ensure “the greatest possible participation of all persons.  The denial of full participation in the community to any person or group was considered a serious breach of the integrity of the entire community.” (bir2, 56)
For Israel, the principle of justice was used to uphold this commitment to the value of each person.  “Israel’s justice is to reflect God’s justice in its valuing of all persons.” (bir2, 56)  The Hebrew word we translate as justice (mishpat) can mean both justice and judgment.  Justice is ensuring full integrity for the life of every person.  It actively seeks the good of those in need of support and it brings judgment on those who would exploit others to their own benefit. (bir2, 76) 

Birch points to the story of God’s gift of manna in the desert during the Exodus (16) after they had been set free from their slavery in Egypt as illustrating one key element in the economic arrangements of the Hebrews.  God sent the manna for everyone with instructions that each person and family should gather what they needed and no more.  “That conception of equal access to community resources according to need formed the cornerstone for an economics of equality.” (bir2, 57)
For Israel, covenant was lived out in the duel commandment to love God and to love neighbor, especially the neighbor in need.  The language of widows and orphans was often used to denote those without power and resources who had to be cared for.  When Israel was at its best, this concern was even extended to strangers, sojourners and foreigners.

The central belief for this ethic of equality is that God had set the Hebrew people free from slavery in Egypt.  The Exodus was the point of formation for the people and it stayed in the people’s consciousness as the touchstone for whether the community was following its call to live justly.  In the Exodus, God reached out to the oppressed, and God called on the Hebrew people to honor this event by caring for the poor and oppressed among their community.  Care for the poor was not an optional response of charity, but a demand of God’s justice.  The poor, the oppressed, and the excluded were entitled to the care of the community. Even as God had taken the initiative in the Exodus, so those with wealth and power were responsible for taking the initiative to care for those who did not have access to their share of the community’s resources.

One of the clearest statements of the rights of the poor in early Hebrew law codes is given in Deuteronomy 15, “There will be no poor among you…if only you will obey the voice of the Lord your God.”  But since all human communities are imperfect, the writers know that poverty will come to exist among the people, so the instruction is, “If there is among you a poor man, one of your brethren, in any of your towns within your land which the Lord your God gives you, you shall not harden your heart or shut your hand against your poor brother, but you shall open your hand to him…You shall give to him freely, and your heart shall not be grudging.”  The best measure of whether a community is living justly is whether the most vulnerable, those without money or power have full participation and support from that community. 

Isaiah is doing his job here of calling attention to a failure of the community to live up to its ethic of equality for all persons.  The prophet especially condemns the brokenness of the community when the failure occurs within the religious community, because it has a special calling from God to promote justice.  As Birch puts it, “It is when the qualities of justice and righteousness are absent that Israel’s worship becomes self-righteous and hypocritical.  Pious religious observance without concern for the neighbor becomes blasphemous in the eyes of God.”  (bir2, 77, 78)   So the victory parade is only acceptable if it is an assembly that is actively seeking justice.

We also have to remember that it is God who is triumphant, not those of us who are being led around as captives.  When the captives, the members of the religious community, act as if we are victorious, we become triumphalist and claim the honor that belongs to God for ourselves.  In Italy near the end of World War II in Europe, villagers lined up to be captured by the Allies.  That is an image for us.  Capture means liberation. Jesus gives us hope in him.  We are set free from the world to be its servants.  Thanks be to God who leads us about as captives in Christ’s triumph procession.  The church is God’s victory parade. And it is a parade for everyone.  Jesus invites all who believe in him to join the precession.

But let’s look away from the parade for a moment.  Concentrate on the faces in the crowd.  Not everyone is cheering as the parade passes.  On some there are hard faces, set lips, eyes filled with fear and rage.  For some, God’s victory in Jesus is bad news indeed.  It’s news of death.  Remember the pictures of the faces watching black students trying to attend a formerly all white high school in Little Rock, the faces along the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, or hecklers watching Gay Rights parades.  We see faces snarled with hate.  

The Christian message is no simple body of rules for personal living, no formula for peace, poise and positive living. The Christian message poses hard decisions about how we order our whole lives.  It is about personal piety but it is about more as well.  It is about tough decisions concerning public action.  For some, the Christian message is doom.

If Christ has conquered evil, then those who cling to evil are threatened.  Racial prejudice is doomed, so cling to prejudice and Jesus is bad news.  National pride in war is doomed, so cling to it and we will die when it dies.  A belief in financial profits above all else, or in self-interest that overrides the common good or in male superiority or sexual oppression leads to death.   For those who refuse to hear the word of God and to act on it, the Gospel smells like death.  But for others, the Gospel is nothing less than the power of life.  There are faces in the crowd that are bright with hope.

But it is a funny looking parade.  There are no uniforms or lock-step stiffness.  Just ordinary looking folks.  We are called to join the procession just as we are and to celebrate in the joining.  Paul calls us captives and so we are.  God has claimed us as God’s own.  Remember the close of the baptism service.  We are reminded to “See what love God has for us that we should be called children of God, and so we are.  As such, we are called to be servants of Christ to proclaim God’s Word and to seek God’s justice.
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