The Sacred and the Secular: Isaiah 1:12-20; 2:1-6a
Much has changed since the book of Isaiah was written. In the over twenty-five hundred years since the prophet’s words were recorded, a lot has happened. The world suffered the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and witnessed the birth Jesus. We went through the Reformation with Martin Luther and witnessed the wonder of the printed word because of Gutenberg. The world experienced wars and genocide, and we saw peace emerge in places where we least expected it. Michelangelo painted. Shakespeare wrote. The Berlin Wall came down. Sliced bread hit our grocer’s shelves. And the Internet allowed countries to move from dictatorship to democracy. 

In many ways, the world in which we live looks very little like Isaiah’s. And because of this, it would be easy for us to write off Isaiah’s prophesy as outdated or irrelevant. We could say that his words certainly meant something to the folks who heard them seven hundred years before Jesus’ birth. But, for those of us who read and hear them two thousand years after Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, Isaiah’s words don’t mean much. We tell ourselves that too much has changed since Isaiah stood at the city gates and prophesied saying that God was tired of the peoples’ offerings, festivals, and prayers because of how the oppressed, the orphan, and the widow were being treated. We convince ourselves that too much has changed for us to learn from this guy.

That works for a while—that is, until we leave worship and pick up the latest copy of Time magazine, the Economist, or our local newspaper and read that the gap between rich and poor is widening. Or until we listen to the radio on our way home and hear the statistics about homeless youth in our communities. Or until we talk with a friend who is suffering under the weight of the bills that she can no longer pay. Or until we sit and stare straight ahead through our windshield because we simply don’t know what to do about the guy on the corner who is holding a sign that claims that he needs our help. At these moments—when we feel like we are caught between what we believe and the needs of the world’s most vulnerable people—Isaiah’s words don’t seem so distant. Suddenly, they don’t sound so antiquated. 

The truth is that while there are some very significant differences between Isaiah’s world and ours, there are more similarities between them than we might care to admit. Like those to whom Isaiah speaks, we gladly bring offerings to worship. We joyfully celebrate the festivals in the church year. And we pray earnestly that God would be with the group that gathers here each Sunday morning. Like the Israelites, we care deeply about what happens in this place because worship is central to our faith.

And like the Israelites, who struggled to figure out the connection between worship and their responsibility for the oppressed, the orphan, and the widow, we too have a difficult time figuring out how our faith lives ought to inform the way that we do our jobs, invest our time and money into the community, or think about social and economic issues that face our city or country. The truth is that each day, we are faced with situations that force us to examine how our faith affects the way that we live. These situations sometimes threaten to overwhelm us. The Israelites were overwhelmed too, which caused them to use an age-old practice that they surely didn’t invent. They began to draw clear lines between the sacred—that is, their offerings, festivals, and prayers—and the secular—the troubled world with many needs that existed somewhere out there. And, today, I think that we are often quick to make similar distinctions.

Isaiah’s prophecy makes it abundantly clear that God isn’t a fan of these separation tactics. And given what we’ve heard this fall in the narrative lectionary series, we know why. God actually created the world to be a sacred place. Weeks ago, we heard God call creation into existence. After each creative act we heard the refrain: “And God saw that it was good.” The light, the darkness, the waters, the sky, the earth, the plants, the stars, the living creatures, and the humans are all called good. Even the great sea monsters, cattle, and creeping things make it onto God’s sacred list. In other stories we see God appear in places where we least expected God to show up—on the mountaintop, in the desert, and in the sound of sheer silence. God created a world that knew no sacred boundaries. And throughout the Old Testament God breaks down the boundaries that the people build between the sacred and secular by showing up in unexpected places and unexpected people. Next month, we’ll hear again the most surprising New Testament example of this in the miraculous birth of a child—in a stable—to an unknown woman—who was unwed when she conceived. 

God’s expansive understanding of the sacred is good news for us, because it gives us a starting place for connecting our faith lives with the situations that we encounter every day. When we stop to consider the growing gap between the rich and the poor, the reports of homeless youth in our communities, the conversation that we had with a friend who can’t afford her bills, or the person who stands outside the car window, we begin with the understanding that all are part of God’s sacred creation. Beyond this, I’m afraid there isn’t a foolproof rubric that tells us how we ought to act as faithful people in every situation we encounter or what we ought to do regarding every social or economic issue that confronts us. But, by resisting the urge to divide the world and, instead, seeing it as a place that God has made very good—that God has indeed made sacred—I think that we’re off to a good start to connecting what we do in worship with what happens tomorrow, Tuesday, and during the rest of the week.

As I sat and thought about this sermon last week, I was pleasantly distracted by the preschoolers playing outside my office windows. Bundled up in fleece jackets and stocking hats, the students raced out of the preschool’s doors toward the jungle gym behind the church building. As I watched, I was struck by the way that they interacted with the world around them. They would stop to pick up a leaf, turn it over in their hands, and show it to their friend with wide eyes. They would lie on the ground looking up at the sky for as long as their four-year-old minds and bodies would allow them. And more often than I could even believe, they would spontaneously run and hug a fellow student across the playground.

As I peered out my office window, I realized that they understood some of what Isaiah is talking about in today’s reading better than I did. The preschoolers understood that the lines between sacred and secular are not as rigid as we would like them to be. They showed me—simply by the way that they interacted with their peers and the world around them—that sacredness is, in fact, all around us in the people and the things that God creates. 

Some may say that Isaiah is “old news,” but I think his message is as pertinent today as it was when it hit newsstands in Jerusalem. Isaiah recognizes just how difficult it is to connect what we believe with how we live. And Isaiah knows that we like to draw lines between worship and the world outside of these walls—between the sacred and the secular. But, today we hear the call, as the Israelites did years ago, to see the world as God makes it—that is, we are invited to see the world as a sacred place and its inhabitants as sacred creations worthy of our care. This is the good news that kids understand and that the rest of us continue to learn together. 

AMEN.

