The Voices of Christmas – Advent 2009

The Voice of Isaiah: The Voice that Proclaims God’s Promise

Isaiah 9:2b-6 and 11:1-9


Sometimes when I talk, I get the feeling no one is listening.  Does that ever happen to you?  It happens to me sort of a lot…and I can sometimes tell for sure when it’s happening, like when I start trying to say something in Beth’s office, and from the other room I just hear our secretary Pat’s voice come drifting through the open door (talking more to herself than to anyone in particular), saying, “Oh geez…here we go…”  Then, of course, there are those times when I say something completely ridiculous without thinking and I hope no one was listening very carefully.  Of course, those are the times they always are.  I’m told that habit of mine will lend itself well to any sort of future roast of me that could ever be held.  Anyway, the point is, sometimes, when we talk…people aren’t listening.  Or, even if they are listening, they may not actually hear us, really hear us…because life is full and hectic and we’re all sort of running through in our heads what we need to do next or what emails we need to answer or even what we are planning to say next in a conversation.  Sometimes when we talk, people aren’t listening.  We hear one another’s voices, but we don’t allow the words, and the rich and varied meanings of those words to soak in, to permeate our thoughts, our hearts, our minds.  We don’t take the time to explore those words together.  


This Advent season, we will take the time to explore some of the common words of the Christmas story, together, in new ways, listening for the ancient voices of those who lived so long ago, of those characters that peopled the events of the first Christmas.  We will listen for their voices to come echoing through the ages to us.  What do the words and actions of these ancient people have to teach us, to tell us, not only about the story of Jesus’ birth or the nature of God – but about our very selves?  What messages might lie hidden in these well-known and well-loved stories?  And what is the message that we are called to lend voice to now, so many thousands of years later?  Can we listen – really listen – when these ancient voices speak, come echoing down to us?  Or does our familiarity with the text and the tale it tells make us think “oh geez…here we go…” and miss all that lies beneath the surface of the stories of our faith?


Of course, the story of Jesus’ birth really begins long before Jesus’ birth.  It begins 700 years earlier with a promise.  And this isn’t just any promise…it’s a promise from God.  A promise from the same God who pledged, in the stories of Genesis, to never again destroy the earth or its peoples with a massive flood (so far, so good).  A promise from the same God who pledged, in Exodus, to always be with God’s people.  A promise from the same God who spoke with love to Sarah, mother of Isaac; to Hannah, mother of Samuel; and to Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist.  The same God who proclaims a great gift, who proclaims the coming of Emmanuel, which means God-with-us.  But by this time, God is no longer so much in the business of showing up in burning bushes or meeting people on mountaintops.  God has begun to speak through trusted people, chosen people, through God’s prophets, to deliver God’s promises to the people; to open their eyes to the wonders of God’s love and to the obligations that are theirs in responding to that love.  So, who gets to announce the coming of Emmanuel, this great promise of God’s to be present with us and to us?  Isaiah.  Son of Amoz.  One of the major prophets of the Hebrew Bible.  


I’ve always had sort of a soft spot in my heart for Isaiah.  In the same way that I appreciate the prophet Jonah for making me laugh with his moody temperament and his sulking (if you’ve not read Jonah recently, just read it again – it’s 3 chapters, and he is really just a pretty mopey guy.  Read it looking for the humor of his humanity.  It’s in there.).  Well, in that same way, I appreciate the prophet Isaiah for being plucky, not to mention poetic.  We didn’t hear the passage in which Isaiah accepts the call to be a prophet of God this morning (it’s Isaiah 6), but it’s one of my favorites.  Isaiah recounts being up in heaven, in the divine court of God.  There he is, this mortal, this flawed, imperfect human being, standing before the throne of God, surrounded by great seraphim and cherubim, and the voice of God thunders down to his ears, asking who will bring God’s word, God’s light, to God’s people.  One wouldn’t blame Isaiah for reacting a little bit more like Moses, who told God that he was the wrong man for the job because he stuttered…or like Jeremiah, who protested that his youth made him sort of unfit for the work of being a prophet…or even like my beloved Jonah, who handles the whole thing by just getting on a boat and getting the heck out of dodge.  


But Isaiah does none of those things.  Isaiah stands there, before the throne of God, and pipes up in his mortal voice, “Here I am.  Send me.”  And you know what?  God takes him up on that offer.


One has to wonder if Isaiah really knew what he was getting into, accepting the call to be a prophet, to be the voice proclaiming God’s promise, calling out to the people who had walked in darkness.  American writer, theologian, and Presbyterian minister Frederick Buechner describes the scene of Isaiah’s prophetic call in this way:

There were banks of candles flickering in the distance and clouds of incense thickening the air with holiness, and stinging his eyes, and high above him, as if it had always been there but was only now seen for what it was (like a face in the leaves of a tree or a bear among the stars), there was the Mystery itself whose gown was the incense and the candles a dusting of fold at the hem. There were winged creatures shouting back and forth the way excited children shout to each other when dusk calls them home…and the Mystery itself said, Who will it be? and with charred lips [Isaiah] said, Me, and Mystery said, Go.

Mystery said, Go give the deaf Hell till you're blue in the face and go show the blind Heaven till you drop in your tracks because they'd sooner eat ground glass than swallow the bitter pill that puts roses in the cheeks and a gleam in the eye. Go do it.

Isaiah said, Do it till when?

Mystery said, Till [pigs fly].

Mystery said, Do it till the cows come home.

And that is what a prophet does for a living and, starting from the year that King Uzziah died when he saw and heard all these things, Isaiah went and did it.


Isaiah went out, and he did it.  He proclaimed God’s word, God’s promise, to those whose ears weren’t always open to hear, whose eyes were still too blind to see, to those whose hearts were not ready to receive him, for his whole prophetic career.  If we measured Isaiah’s success as a prophet by the number of people who heard him, who believed him, who changed their lives because of him during his lifetime – it would be almost impossible to know how good he was at his job.  But if we measure Isaiah’s success, Isaiah’s work as a prophet, by how faithfully he lived out that calling he accepted, by how faithfully he dedicated himself to be a voice proclaiming God’s promise in the world, then we can say that he succeeded incredibly.  Perhaps he couldn’t always be sure who was listening…but that never stopped him from being a voice of promise in the darkness, a voice of promise to the world.  


And what was that promise that Isaiah shared?  It was the promise of a hope almost too great to hope for: the promise that God would intervene in history to be with us…the coming of Emmanuel, a Prince of Peace, a Wonderful Counselor, the Everlasting God.  And God with us, our Emmanuel, would come into the world full of wisdom and mercy…he would love justice and righteousness…he would come to bring light to the dark places…he would usher in a new day, a new way, when the whole kingdom of earth could be at peace and when the land would all be full of the knowledge of a great and loving God…so full of the knowledge of this God that people would no longer be able to hurt one another or destroy one another, anywhere in the world.  On all God’s holy mountain, all through the earth, peace would reign.  


Isaiah’s vision of God’s promise is perhaps one of the most poetic, the most beautiful, the most stirring, the most poignant of any prophet’s.  Isaiah was not only a prophet, but a poet.  His words ring through the Christmas stories we read and hear today; they inspired the majority of Handel’s Messiah; artists throughout history have painted renditions of this peaceable kingdom that Isaiah describes.  But, can we really say that Isaiah’s prophecy has yet been fulfilled?  Even with the birth of Jesus and all the wonder that it brought; even with all that Jesus taught and did…have we really seen the coming of God’s kingdom of peace, where we neither hurt nor destroy on all God’s holy mountain?  


I’m just going to go out on a limb here and say no.


But I’m also going to say…and I’m no Isaiah, but maybe there’s something to this…that God’s not done with us yet.  Our chance to live into – to live out – Isaiah’s prophecy is still very much alive.  Isaiah gives us the vision.  Jesus shows us the way.  God’s Spirit is with us through it all.  And now…it’s on us.  Because Isaiah’s prophecy didn’t come, you might notice, with any kind of time markers attached to it.  Isaiah makes no promise whatsoever about just when all of this is to happen.  I suspect that is because God knew – and so Isaiah knew, too – that since so much of that peaceable kingdom stuff was in our hands, it might just take us a while.  Putting an expiration date on how long it would take us to get there might not work.  But that means we can get there yet.  Because Emmanuel is coming, once again.  Advent begins, and with it the amazing promise of all that can be lies before us once again.  We anticipate, we prepare for the Christ Child to be born in our hearts, in our lives, into our world, once again.  Will this, then, be the year, that the possibility of everything Emmanuel means, of everything Isaiah’s voice proclaims, breaks through in new and powerful ways in your life…in our lives…in the church’s life…in the world?  


Hebrew Bible scholar Walter Brueggemann has this to say about the work of the prophet: “The poet/prophet is a voice that shatters settled reality and evokes new possibility in the listening assembly.”
  That, to me, is the shocking revelation of Isaiah’s message.  The voice of the prophet, the voice that proclaims God’s promise, is never going to be the voice that makes things so.  It wasn’t Isaiah’s job, not part of the call he signed up for, to bring that peaceable kingdom right here on earth.  No, my friends.  Isaiah left that part for you, and for me.  Isaiah’s job is to shatter the settled realities in which we live, those things we have just come to accept, even though we know they aren’t what God would want for God’s world – acute poverty; lack of decent and affordable housing for all; people huddled outside in the rain in snow in dumpsters, under building overhangs; people being turned away from food pantries, from shelters…because there is no more food…because there is no room for them to go inside and get warm; people turning away from one another in anger; the divisions between those who hold power and those who do not becoming ever more vast – Isaiah’s job is to shatter those realities into which we have settled so that we cannot accept them for even one more moment.  And then…and then, we act.  Because Emmanuel, God with us, is coming into the world, once again.  And the voice of the prophet is breaking through in the darkness, once again.  And the hopes and the dreams and the possibilities of all that can be for God’s earth and for God’s people are new and fresh, once again.   I want a story here.  Like a story of people who live in a drug-infested neighborhood, and everyone has come to accept it but some grandmother or grandfather steps in and says no somehow.  Do you know what I mean?

The final homily given by Francois Marty, Cardinal Archbishop of Paris, at his retirement party, concluded with an anecdote:
Recently an old friend was operated on for cataracts. A few weeks later he returned home. On his arrival at the house, he caught sight of his grandson. He saw him with new eyes. And he exclaimed: 'Oh, my little Jean, I never knew you were so beautiful!'

Isaiah’s voice rings down through the ages to give us a fleeting insight into the human heart as it really is, as it really can be, to surprise us, so that we cry out,  “I never knew it was so beautiful!” 


It depends on you.  It depends on me.  Isaiah’s voice is not some distant voice, some historical voice from the past, interesting to study, perhaps, but not much more.  No.  It is a voice for right now.  A calling for right now.  It brings a promise for right now.  The voice that proclaims the wonderful promise of God is calling…do you hear it?  Will you answer?  

Amen.  
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