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(Gavel strikes.)

Hear ye, hear ye, the court will come to order.

The courtroom of the Judge known by various names – the Great I Am, Jehovah, Elohim, Yahweh, the God of the Ages – is now in session.

We gather to hear the charges against the land of Judah.

Heaven and Earth, you will serve as witnesses to these proceedings. Please take your seats.

I, the bailiff, will read the Judge’s indictment against Judah. The indictment reads as follows:

“Judah, you are charged with two crimes against your creator and against  mankind. 

First, you have grossly neglected your responsibilities to take care of the widows, the orphans and the oppressed in your cities.  You have not only looked the other way in the presence of injustice, you have committed acts of injustice yourselves. You have abandoned your call to serve your God by serving others. 

The second charge is this: You have compounded your wrongdoing with insincere and unholy worship.  You have reduced worship, offerings  and religious festivals to mere ritual.  You have substituted going through the motions for the sacred and holy act of meeting God in humble praise, submission and obedience.

The sentence for these charges is that your God will  turn away from you, just as you have turned away from those in need.  When you offer sacrifices and prayer that do not correspond with humble and selfless service to your neighbors in God’s name, your God will not respond.

These are the charges, brought forth in this, the seventh century B.C.”

The court will now take a recess pending further proceedings.

(Gavel strikes.)

          *            *           *

How many of us, when we were growing up, heard our parents or some other authority figure say:  “That’s it. I am at the end of my rope”?

Well, that’s the way it is with God in the opening chapter of the prophecy of Isaiah, which I have just paraphrased.

Some biblical prophets begin with a warning of what might happen unless those hearing the prophecy change their ways.  But when God gives Isaiah a vision and orders him to share it with the people of Judah, God is way beyond that.  God is at the end of God’s rope, and God is bringing suit against God’s people.

Judah had it coming.  

As you may recall, God’s kingdom had become divided in the 8th century BC - Israel to the north and Judah to the south.  Now, the more powerful Assyrians were threatening takeover of Judah. As a compromise and to buy time, the royal leadership of Judah had sold God down the river, permitting - even encouraging - worship of other gods.  The people of Judah, whose lineage traced back to God’s covenant with Abraham, abandoned all that they knew of God’s expectations.  

Chaos was now the order of the day in the cities.  Too busy trying to keep whatever status they had, the powerful of the day were doing anything but coming to the aid of the powerless – a direct act of disobedience against God’s expectations.

To make matters worse, as if to hedge their bets, they kept coming to worship God, offering prayers and sacrifices that had no relation at all to the way they lived their lives among those less fortunate.

Abandoning God’s call to seek justice to protect the week.  Insincere, duplicitous worship. It was a perfect recipe for angering God. And it worked. Within the context of history reflected in the Bible, this was a low-point for God’s people.  Not since the flood had God been this frustrated and this disappointed in God’s people.

    *       *     *

The most damning evidence was on Judah’s hands.

Hear again the words of God spoken through Isaiah in verse 15 of the first chapter:


When you stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you;

even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; 

your hands are full of blood.

God wasn’t looking for hands stained with blood from the relatively easy sacrifice of an animal or two in worship.  God was looking for hands covered with callousses as evidence that the Judeans had been carrying water to the homes of the shut-ins, hands with blisters from working to repair the homes of the poor widows or, perhaps, hands with a few burns from where the Judeans had been baking bread for the orphans.

When, instead, God saw blood on the outstretched hands of the worshipping Judeans, God knew the score; it was a mere show for God as if God did not know what they were – and were not – doing the other six days of the week.

What about our hands? What do we see?

Go ahead, look at your hands.

My bet is that, collectively, we are looking at hands that tell a range of stories.  Take just the last few weeks.  

Some of your hands have been covered with paint as part of the make-over of our fellowship hall.  Some of your hands have been wrapped around hammers, and saws and snippers from a day of putting vinyl siding on a Habitat house.  Some have baked cakes and lit birthday candles for the men of McCreesh Place. 

Some of your hands have been used to teach our children in Sunday School or direct their voices as they sang in worship. Some have delivered flowers to our shut-ins. Some have folded newsletters and worship bulletins. Some have typed minutes of long meetings.  Some have done the tedious data entry of keeping church names and addresses straight or crunching the numbers to make sure our books are balanced. 

Some of your hands have been extended to people of other faiths in building multi-faith understanding and partnership. Some have been held out in asking forgiveness from friends or family members. Others have been extended to receive forgiveness. Some have been folded in intercessory prayer – for men, women and children down the pew, across the sanctuary and around the world.

Can these, the hands of the body of Christ here at Caldwell church, do more?

Absolutely.  And there is much more to be done. In a city where women and children make up the fastest growing segment of our 5,000-person homeless population.  In a city where too many children must rely on the school system for two-thirds of their regular meals. In a city where working poor families living on the margin are slipping under, pulled down by the weight of a recession and rising living costs.  

God’s command to us through the prophet Isaiah is as clear today as it was in the eighth century BC:

“… cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.”

Isaiah 1:16-17

We must do more. And we will.  We are richly blessed, and as Christ said in the Gospel of Luke:

From everyone to whom much has been given, much will be required; and from one to whom much has been entrusted, even more will be demanded.  

Luke 12:48
Isaiah’s prophecy makes it clear that God expects us to use our hands in the world … and in worship.  

I was reading a book this week about the ‘praying congregation.” The author makes the point that, while prayer is a time of quiet communion with God, it is not meant to be an escape from the world. Rather prayer calls us more fully into the world.  Prayer and action, the author said, are interdependent. They complete each other. 

I believe the same is true for all that we do in worship.  How we pray – but also how we confess, how we hear the word of God, how we sing, how we celebrate the sacraments.  Each act of worship forms us -- each week and over a lifetime of worshipping. 

Most of all, when our worship and our service are both rooted in love of God and love of one another, we have God’s promise that, unlike Judah, we will not be named as party to a lawsuit from God. 

In contrast to God’s turning away from Judah’s worship, we can be assured that God joins us in worship in the Holy Spirit.  In contrast to the anger and frustration expressed in God’s indictment of the Judeans unholy worship, perhaps, just perhaps, God sits in God’s heavenly courts and reflects with joy on our worship. 

Rather than sharp-tongued indictments of ill-suited assemblies, insincere prayer and illegitimate offerings, perhaps the talk in heaven is about how we try to make visitors of every kind feel welcomed … how we embrace each other with sincere Christian love when we pass the peace … how the choir lifts our hearts with such joyful song … how we earnestly strive to understand God’s word for our lives … how we openly share our joys and concerns … and how we seek to respond, in everything we do, to God’s grace in our Lord Jesus Christ.

  *     *     *

It has been said that anywhere you drill in scripture, you will eventually hit the grace of God as ultimately expressed in Jesus Christ.  Today’s text puts that statement to the test.  But grace is in there.

God may be worked up. God may be looking for an argument.  But our God, who is defined most of all by grace, offers us, and even Judah, hope in faith.

Come now, let us argue out, says the Lord though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be like snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool.  If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat the good of the land.   

Isaiah 1:18-19

How can it be that a God who has been so wrongfully abandoned can find such mercy?  How can a judge release us to our own free will, underwritten by a promise of unending grace, when the rightful sentence is death for our sins?  How can this be? How do we know this to be true?

We know this to be true because, in Jesus Christ, God took on our sentence. God climbed down from the judge’s bench and sat at the table with us the accused sinners.  As has been said, God the judge became one who was judged in our place.

In God’s radical, rule-breaking grace, we have been nothing short of transformed.

How can we respond with anything less than our everything – in our worship and in our work in the world, in God’s name?

Amen.

