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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen.

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on them has light shone.” I wonder how many among us can quickly say when they last heard this familiar line from scripture.  . . . The prophet Isaiah is said to have spoken to the people of Israel, acting, as prophets do, as intermediary with God.  We hear these words at Christmas as statements proclaiming what we understand to have been fulfilled with the birth of Jesus, the Christ.  Jesus’ birth was many hundreds of years after this text was written, though, and for the Jews who had been living in exile, Isaiah wants to foster a clear appreciation of God’s role in their deliverance.  Let’s let the echoes of some of the other lines from the 9th chapter of Isaiah keep resounding: “for to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder; and his name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this.”
We all want the zeal of the Lord of hosts to be behind, below, before, and above us, don’t we?  The “mouth of the Lord” doesn’t always tell us exactly what we would like to hear, though, if we have our minds and hearts on what we need and want and not on what God wants—for us and for all people.  Our Lord, our God knows that we fall short in our behavior.  And God has given to the prophets the difficult job of steering God’s people back to ways of justice and of peace; back to living compassionately in relationship.  
While some of the study of the prophet Isaiah may be more than you feel like digesting on a Sunday morning, it is helpful for you to know that what has been gathered as one book likely was not from one author.  Scholarship around this subject has varied, with everyone landing on the idea that there were at least two and quite probably three authors writing in at least two and probably three periods.  If you don’t know any of the history of what happened to the people of Israel in the centuries before Jesus’ birth, let me summarize it this way: enslavement, exile, return and rebuilding, more exile.  Whether displaced by Assyrians or Babylonians, the Jews had it tough under different rulers.  We learn about their response to exile in the words of the prophets and we know from them that these people of faith, as people of faith throughout history, sometimes doubted and sometimes strayed from behaving the way that God would have them live.  We might say that it is ever thus with people of faith, mightn’t we?  
And so, in the lessons we hear today, the prophet Isaiah speaks to those displaced, struggling masses and to us.  Isaiah reminds them and reminds us that God wants for us everything good; God wants for us to have life and to have it abundantly.  Sure, we will find joy in the Lord, but Isaiah also lays out a very clear cause and effect in this relationship.  Maybe you can hear echoes of your high school algebra or beginning logic here, too, with all of the “ifs . . . thens.”  So, does our relationship with God really depend on our behaving well?  Just what are we promised, then and now?  What we hear in this passage from Isaiah is only the reward for our obedience to God’s expectations for our acting justly.  We hear that if we honor the Sabbath by keeping it holy, and if we satisfy the needs of the oppressed and the hungry, we will know light, and strength, and joy.  That sounds like good news to me . . . And to you?
I love how Cory Driver, who is Managing Director of the Center for L.I.F.E. (Leading the Integration of Faith and Entrepreneurship) at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, reminds us how God continues to walk with us and continues to offer us the promise of newness.  In this description, though, we also are reminded that God does not do this alone.  Hear Driver’s reflection on our engagement, here:
“God’s promises for a community that rids itself of systematic oppression—and the evil words and finger-pointing that enable it—are striking. Gloom will become bright. God will meet needs in the difficult times—and there will always be difficult times after upsetting the abusive systems, let’s not kid ourselves. But here’s the thing: Ruined structures of community will be rebuilt. And areas that have been impoverished and deserted will, instead, be home to burgeoning communities that will house generations. Neighbors will know and care for each other on populated streets. This is God’s vision for thriving community that is a built-in reward for not tolerating injustice.”
And what happens when we don’t find it in us to meet the needs of others?  These few lines from Isaiah don’t really address this question and too often we humans have looked at the unfortunate plight of others with some sense of judgment, thinking that there might be something they have done to deserve where and what they are.  Thankfully, we don’t have to wonder where God stands in this regard, though.  The story of humanity’s relationship with God does not stop with the ancient prophets nor even with God’s having walked among us to teach us.  Through Jesus has given us a model for our behavior, and these lessons also are lasting.  Then too, as we say in the United Church of Christ, God is still speaking.  We continue to know God’s desires for us and from us.  Some of the difficulty with understanding what that can be is made clear in our Gospel lesson today.  
Keep in mind that the people were delighted with all that Jesus was doing as he taught and healed them.  We learn something about the wielding of power and what genuinely steers our human action in the exchange Jesus has with the religious leaders.  I would ask you, just what is holy in the various words and actions in this story of Sabbath?  Jesus points out the hypocrisy of the observation of Sabbath that has to do with “not working” for others in order to set the day apart, but doing what serves oneself.  There is much we could say about what the life of the crippled woman must have been as she was judged and ostracized for eighteen years.  There is also much we could say about the attempt of the leader of the synagogue to keep the Sabbath somehow pure as he saw it.  Still, Jesus lives into the one law that God has made paramount: we are to love one another.  So, Jesus sees the woman’s infirmity and heals her—and she responds with faithful praise.  
So, back to what we may be capable of so that we are on God’s side of righteous living: “do away with the yoke of oppression, with the pointing finger and malicious talk, and spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed.”  When we do this we will know light shining in our lives and we will be part of repairing the circumstances and the systems that we humans have broken and are breaking.  The “if . . . then” of relationship with God leaves us always open to God’s love and grace.  We are therefore empowered to be co-creators of the world God desires for us, as the Body of Christ seeking to be God’s hands, feet, and voice in the world.  "O for a world where everyone respects each other's ways, where love is lived and all is done with justice and with praise."  Amen



