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As we work our way through key biblical figures, we are looking this morning at the prophet Isaiah, who was writing throughout the last forty years of the eighth century before the Christian era.  He is traditionally seen as an upper class resident of Jerusalem who is a part of the social structure of the city.  He clearly has access to religious, political and military leaders of Judah, the southern kingdom, which includes Jerusalem.  His was a very public theology that placed the rule of God at the heart of deeply troubling times.  Isaiah was a man who moved in high places, speaking the word of the Lord to the powerful of Jerusalem.

Charles Peters, father of Ron Peters who was our first Martin Luther King Weekend speaker said wisely, “If I can get you to ask the wrong question, any answer will do.”

Isaiah spent a lot of time trying to tell the political, economic and military leaders of Judah that they were asking and answering the wrong questions.   They were asking which military alliances would work to hold off the attacks by Assyria and others and how they could use the legal system to preserve their place at the top of the economic mal-distribution that was causing harm to the poor.  The elite of Judah were asking how they could benefit themselves rather than how they could serve the common good.  

The right question, the question Isaiah was asking is, “What is God’s intention for God’s creation, and especially for God’s people?”  What are the values God calls us to live by?  Isaiah answers over and over again that God calls us to be guided by the covenant responsibilities of justice, righteousness and peace. As always in scripture, the answers to the right moral and political questions are to be measured by looking at how the most vulnerable in the social order are affected by those answers.  

In his very first chapter, Isaiah instructs the leaders clearly, “Cease to do evil, learn to do good;”  and he gives specific instructions on how to carry out these tasks, “seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.” (1:17)   Again, the results of public policy are judged by their affects on the poor and vulnerable.  This is still true for us today.

Isaiah was writing at a time when Jerusalem was under tremendous pressure from the military might of the Assyrian Empire.  Assyria became the instrument of God to punish Israel and Judah because they had turned away from their covenantal responsibilities.  “Ah, Assyria, the rod of my anger – the club in their hands is my fury! Against a godless nation I send him.”  (Is. 10:5-6)  Isaiah had access to the royal establishment of Jerusalem and was an advisor to them.   It is clear that sometimes they listened to Isaiah and sometimes they did not.  That should sound familiar to all current advocates to public policy makers.

Isaiah’s message is that God is angry with Judah.  After one line of introduction, Isaiah starts his message with a vision from God who says, “I reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me.  …  Ah, sinful nation, people laden with iniquity, offspring who do evil, children who deal corruptly, who have forsaken the Lord, who have despised the Holy One of Israel, who are utterly estranged!” (Is. 1: 2-4)  Clearly, God is not pleased.

In the early sections of Isaiah, there are both harsh statements telling of the coming judgments of God against the rulers because of their failures to live up to their covenant moral responsibilities, and of promises that, after the period of judgment, there will be renewal and restoration for the people.  A remnant of the faithful will be given the gift of new life and fresh relationship with God.  In the end, Isaiah is sure that shalom rather than judgment is the final word from God for Jerusalem and that the peace and wholeness of Jerusalem are gifts from God.  But this confidence does not at all reduce the harshness of the judgments brought on by the people’s unfaithfulness.  

Prophets are not fortune tellers.  They are not making predictions about events long into the future.  The prophets are called by God to speak God’s word with authority.  They call the people to return to the loyalty that should be the bedrock of their covenantal faith and that applies to every aspect of their lives together.  Prophets are not spinners of abstract theologies or treatises on the ideas of good and evil.   They talk about the concrete realities they see before them in the light of what God intends for God’s community and God’s world.  They preach God’s word in the context of the political, economic and social realities in which their community is living.    

Throughout the 8th century BCE, the kings were pretty consistently seen as unfaithful to the covenant responsibilities they were to uphold.  Isaiah and other prophets began to look to the future for a time when justice and peace were to be found.  The image in Isaiah is that the spiritual darkness of the people under Ahaz is turned into light by the appearance of a new age, initiated by a new and faithful leader (king), probably a son born to Hezekiah.

 Isaiah begins his vision of peace and justice writing about particular events related to a particular oppressor but he moves toward a broader vision of God’s intention for peace and justice in God’s creation, where all military gear is done away with.  And the baby born in the lineage of David moves from the celebration of a crown prince in Judah to the symbol of the perpetual rule of justice and righteousness for all God’s people. This is the answer to the right question of what is God’s intention for humanity and for all creation.  The answer is the reign of peace and justice for all.  The new faithful leader “is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom.  He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness… forever. (Is. 9:6-7)  (Is. 11:1-2, 4-5)

The prophets did not predict the birth of Jesus from 750 years before the event.  They did look deeply into the nature of God and the moral and religious values held by God and humanity within the covenant relationship and call for the creation of a world in which those values were enacted in concrete decisions, practices and institutions.   They were attuned to God’s purposes for the world and they called on religious and political leaders to be guided by these purposes.  The nature of God and God’s steadfast love are constant and dependable, so it is not surprising that the life and ministry of Jesus embodied the very commitments and values articulated by the earlier prophets.  “In the eighth century BCE, the words (of Isaiah) were uttered about the birth of a specific king in Judah, subsequently applied to other kings and even later to an expected messiah.  The early church heard that promise and saw it fulfilled in Jesus, and Christians at worship will hear these words as proclamation of the birth of Jesus.” (The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. VI, p. 124)  
Matthew refers to our Isaiah passage to indicate that Jesus of Galilee is in accordance with scripture, fulfilling the words of the prophet, and therefore also in accordance with God’s purposes.  Matthew makes it clear that he believes that Jesus is now the final bearer of the light of salvation, showing him as the fulfillment of prophecy. 

What Isaiah names Galilee of the nations, Matthew calls Galilee of the Gentiles to emphasize that the mission of Jesus is a universal one for all peoples.  Matthew has used several opportunities to emphasize that Jesus sees his mission of salvation as extending to all people, not just to the Jews.  The magi come from Gentile territory to see Jesus at his birth, and Jesus leaves Nazareth where he grew up and settles in Galilee, which is a mix of Jewish and Gentile cultures.  Capernaum becomes Jesus’ home town as an adult.  At the end of his Gospel, Matthew has Jesus sending the disciples out to “make disciples of all nations.” (Mt. 28:19)

But back to Isaiah; he knew that the primary place to look for God’s activity was not in the institutional religious practices of their time, but throughout the whole world of public life, and that is still true today.  It is not just, or even primarily in church or in religious activity that we see God acting.  We churchly folk have no special claim on God.  That is the meaning of our reformed belief in the sovereignty of God who is Lord over all of life.

Of course there are differences in the times.  Isaiah was speaking to the rulers of a theocracy that was explicitly to be ruled by God’s will.  We are in at least a moderately representative democracy with a wide diversity of religious beliefs and practices.  We cannot simply stand up and call for elected leaders to follow a particular path because we see it to be God’s will and expect that argument to have a strong moral force.  We have to articulate the values we see as consistent with our understanding of God’s will in ways that demonstrate that they serve the common good in specific ways.   We hold our values because of our religious beliefs, but they have to be advocated in ways that are persuasive to all.

Money, and how it is used, is a major topic in our common life these days.  God and wealth have always had an anxious relationship in scripture and that continues to this day.  Not all wealth is condemned in the Bible.  But if wealth is accumulated and held without concern for the most vulnerable, it is sinful.  Isaiah’s word from God includes a saying of wow for “you who make iniquitous decrees, who write oppressive statutes, to turn aside the needy from justice and to rob the poor of my people of their right, the widows may be your spoil, and that you may make the orphans your pray! (10”1-2) And one of the key attributes of the shoot from the stump of Jesse is that, “He shall not judge by what his eyes see or decide by what his ears hear; but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, an decide with equity for the meek of the earth.” (11:3-4)  

As always, the Hebrew people were addressed as a community, not as a collection of individuals.  This may be the way in which we are the most different as Americans from the ancient people of God.  It was never acceptable for individuals or groups to seek their own advancement or success at the expense of, or even apart from, the whole community.  That is the point of the injunction from Jeremiah, who advised the people in exile in Babylon to “Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”  (Jer 29:7)  Certainly individuals have specific responsibilities for which they can be held accountable, but their responsibilities are primarily corporate in nature.  If a person stands in the way of justice or peace, the consequences affect the whole community.  We cannot pursue our own good apart from our interrelationship with the whole community and its social and historical realities.  

The Christian community today, as always, struggles with the moral choice of what kind of community we want to be.  Do we want to be a distinctive community that is guided by the values outlined by Isaiah and taken up by Jesus and the early church?  Or do we want to be like all the other communities in America?  At the installation service for Peg Chemberlin as President of the National Council of Churches of Christ that took place immediately after the groundbreaking ceremony for Nicollet Square, James Forbes set a goal for Peg’s term in office.  The preacher told her, “We want to see America liberated from seeing greed as a primary guiding value.”  All too often, greed has indeed been at the heart of the American cultural norms.  But will we, as church folk, stand for a different set of norms?  That’s our right question for today.

Remembering that society is to be judged by how the most vulnerable are fairing, two measures of the kind of community we have chosen to be are the levels of hunger and homelessness among us.

The U.S. Agriculture Department has just published a study indicating that last year, the number of Americans who lacked reliable access to sufficient food was the highest since figures were first kept in 1995.  “In its annual report on hunger, the department said that 17 million American households {49 million individuals}, or 14.6% of the total, ‘had difficulty putting enough food on the table at times during the year’. That was an increase from 13 million households the previous year.” (New York Times, 11.17.09)  The increase in food insecurity was particularly steep among families with children.  Last year, “Nearly 17 million children, more than one in five across the United States, were living in households in which food at times ran short.” (Washington Post, 11.16.09)

According to a study by the Greater Twin Cities United Way, 1 in 10 people in the Twin Cities goes hungry each day and the number of people visiting food shelves each month has increased 40 to 50% in the past year. (StarTribune, 11.12.09)

On any given night in Minnesota, approximately 9,200 people are homeless.   1 in 10 students in the Minneapolis Public Schools is homeless.

More Minnesota youth and young adults are homeless and not in shelters than was true six years ago.  Children with their parents, youth, and young adults make up about half of the people who are homeless in Minnesota. On any given night, an estimated 600 homeless youth age 11 through 17 are on their own, with an additional 1,000 young adults age 18 through 21 are estimated to be homeless. Over the course of a year, between 12,300 and 22,000 Minnesota youth and between 4,900 and 8,000 young adults experience at least one episode of homelessness.

By these measures, and many more, our most vulnerable citizens are not doing very well.

But you might ask, aren’t these hard times?  Isn’t that what you would expect?  You might, but it would be the wrong question.  The right question is what does God intend for God’s people?  How, in hard times, can we do more when more is needed?

As a congregation we are trying to meet these challenges, with Abbott View and Nicollet Square, with Families in Transition (formerly known as Transitional Housing) with FEAST and our support for several food shelves and other feeding programs.  We are also organizing with other congregations to advocate for state and national policies that will more adequately address the demands of justice.  But answering the question of God’s intention for God’s people always asks us to do more, especially when times are hard.  This is our call as people who see a great light in the midst of darkness.

“The Right Question”
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