February 6, 2011

Isaiah 58:1-12; Psalm 112:1-9; 1 Corinthians 2:1-16; Matthew 5:13-20

I enjoyed our vestry meeting last week and again, I want to thank all of you who came.  We talked about a number of things, most of which revolved around how to re-build our congregation.  And these are important things to talk about.  It will be a challenging year for us.  But I do not think that the things we face are insurmountable.  I say that because of what I hear in the reading from scripture this day.  

First, let’s look at the reading from Matthew’s gospel.  We continue to make our way through the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus is speaking with the crowds.  He began his sermon with words of blessing and continues this day telling the members of the crowd things like, “You are the salt of the earth” and “You are the light of the world”.  It seems interesting to me that when Jesus speaks of being salt and light, he does not do so in terms of a calling on our lives.  In other words, he does not say, “Follow me and I will make you the salt of the earth”.  He does not say, “Follow me, and I will make you the light of the world”.  Jesus says, “You are the salt, you are the light”.  These are present realities.  This is something that we already are.  Now I am not sure exactly what Jesus means when he says that we are “salt of the earth”.  Some biblical scholars suggest it is about adding flavour to the world, others believe it is about being an agent of preservation to prevent the onset of decay.  Still others seem to think that Jesus is drawing on the Old Testament images of offering and covenant, an obscure reference to things found in the books of Leviticus and Numbers.   Today, we will often look at someone and declare that they are the salt of the earth, meaning that he or she is a well grounded person, faithful and almost a model citizen.  We can hear the words of Jesus this morning, and agree that some of the things we do here at St Paul’s are well grounded, that through our mission and ministry, we add a certain flavour and life to the lives of those around us, lives that otherwise would be bland or uneventful.  The same can be said for you and I being “the light of the world”.  In other parts of the New Testament, Jesus will say that he is the light of the world.  But not here – he says that you are the light of the world.  Through the good things that we do in the community, in serving one another with acts of kindness and mercy, God’s love and presence shine through to give a sense of hope for others.  The work through the Food Bank and the Breakfast program at the schools, the work through the youth centre and visiting the sick in the hospital or at home – all indications that we are the light of the world.  Jesus also seems to suggest that if you and I do these things and teach others to do the same, then we will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  Look at the person sitting beside you in the pew – ok, maybe not great in the kingdom of heaven, but maybe a few steps above being least anyway.   Salt of the earth, light of the world, so far so good until ... we get to the end.  Jesus says, “Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees you will never enter the kingdom of heaven”.  The scribes and Pharisees were the religious professionals, they knew how to do things right, in Jesus’ day, the scribes and Pharisees were experts in righteousness, how are we supposed to better than them?   I can be salt of the earth.  You can be light to the world.  We can learn the law and teach others to do the same.  But all that is for naught if your righteousness does not exceed that of the Pharisees.  All our good works are for nothing if my righteousness fails to go beyond that of the scribes.  We are not even going to be least in the kingdom of heaven – unless we are better than the best, we may never get into the kingdom at all!

And if you think that is bad, if your eternal destiny feels like it is on shaky ground now, just wait until we look at what the prophet Isaiah has to say.  We are in so much trouble.  The reading this morning comes from chapter 58, near the end of the book of Isaiah.  The opening line sounds pretty good, almost joyful:  “Lift up your voice like a trumpet!”   Very quickly, however, the passage turns to speak not of joy but of something else.  I may not be the most perceptive guy in the world, but when we move from “Lift up your voice” to “Announce to my people their rebellion” and then “Announce to the house of Jacob their sins”, I know that the rest of the passage is not going to be good.   The first question I have is, what is this rebellion and what are these sins that Isaiah is talking about?  Are the people of Israel not salt of the earth?  Are they not light of the world?  Had the righteousness of the house of Jacob not exceeded that of the Pharisees?  Are these sins simply a matter of breaking a couple of the commandments?  Is that what has upset the heart of the prophet this morning?  Well, not exactly.  For Isaiah, the problems are about worship.  Now, during the time of Isaiah, you might look at things in the Temple and think that it is all going pretty well.  The people in Jerusalem were fasting, engaging in those acts of self-denial and abstaining from certain foods during the week.  They were offering the appointed sacrifices at the special times of the year, like at the new moon festivals.  They were bowing as they recite their prayers, some people bowing down so low that they looked like bulrushes in the wind.   During the times of penance, they brought out the sack cloth outfits from the back of the closets, and they dumped a big pile of ashes on the ground to cover themselves.  It all looked pretty good.  In chapter 58 of the book of Isaiah, worship followed the rules, worship fulfilled a duty, worship was done right.  Their righteousness exceeded that of their ancestors.  They are a pious bunch.  Nations should look at the people of Israel and say that they are a religious, devout and spiritual people.  They wear sackcloth.  They bow down like bulrushes.  They cover themselves in ashes.  God must be impressed.  But in truth, God looks at it all, and ... his ... heart ... breaks. 

This is not the first time that God has looked at worship through the eyes of Isaiah the prophet.  We hear this morning from chapter 58 but God’s frustration with worship really began way back in chapter 2.  In chapter 2, the Lord is not pleased.  Why do you even bother coming before me, the Lord says.  He looks at the burnt offerings and he says they are useless.   The smell of your incense is disgusting.  The celebrations of new moon and Sabbath – I can endure them no longer.  I hate your worship services – they have become a burden to me, they are boring, I cannot stand them any longer.  No more prayers because I am not going to listen.  And please, stop singing those dreadful songs ...  says the Lord.  That was chapter 2.  Things have not improved by the time we get to chapter 58.  And I wonder how things are now, for those who are salt of the earth, those who are light of the world, when we gather for worship.  The problem for the prophet Isaiah, what breaks the heart of God, is not the lack of liturgical precision that is going on in the Temple.  It is not that the people are doing a bad job singing the psalms.  In fact, quite the contrary – I am sure that all they do is perfect.  And that is part of the problem.  The people of Israel put on sackcloth, and forget to clothe the naked.  The people of Israel sacrifice bulls and goats, and they forget to feed the poor.  The people of Israel fast twice a week, but that fasting turns them to argue with their neighbour and strike those who are weak and helpless.  For the prophet Isaiah, worship is not about what happens in the Temple, it is about how what happens in the depths of the human heart.   Isaiah this morning is calling the people of Israel to reconnect, to recover that which is lost, to see once again, that worship is about mission.  And I hope that we can do the same here in this place.  Worship is not a consumer product.  Worship is not about what I can get out of it. Worship is not about having my needs met.  Worship is about moving us to meet the needs of the world.  We share the peace here, and we need to extend that peace to others.  We eat the bread of life, and we need to make sure that the workers who brought us this bread are treated with justice.   We ask for forgiveness, we need to be a forgiving people.   And maybe that is how our righteousness can exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees.  They may have been the religious professionals, they may have been the liturgical experts.  What they forgot about what caring for their neighbour.  And as I look out at all of us here on a Sunday morning, I wonder – great in the kingdom of heaven?  Maybe.  Yes, it might be nice to see more people here on a Sunday morning.  But what if we already have enough people to do what God is calling us to do - to serve the poor, clothe the naked, feed the hungry, bind up the broken hearted, set the prisoners free, care for the weak, hold those mourn, and proclaim with all the prophets the coming of the kingdom of God.  And then, as the passage from Isaiah concludes, then we will live in the light of God’s presence, we will be like springs of living water which will never fail.  When worship leads to mission, then the ruins will be rebuilt and we will learn to be God’s people once more.

