Hear the Cry of Justice 

Introduction of justice

In 1954 the U.S. Supreme Court reached a landmark decision that declared state laws establishing separate public schools for black and white students denied black students equal educational opportunities. It was ruled a violation of the 14th Amendment of the US Constitution. The beginning of justice was served in the Supreme Court that day. 

 

Like this example, the Bible exemplifies justice as the standard by which penalties were assigned for breaking societal obligations. However, Isaiah – and many of the prophets and prophetesses the time period – used the term justice in a very different way.   

In Isaiah’s community, when people had become poor or weak, it was the community’s job to help strengthen them so that they could continue to be effective members of the community. Thus a biblical view of justice is that it restores people to community. By this definition those who lacked power and resources - such as the widow, the oppressed and the orphans - were to be strengthened so that they could participate in all aspects of the community. 

Background

To give a little background, Isaiah was writing during the 8th century in the southern Kingdom of Judah during a time when the threat of Assyrian conquest loomed ominously over Jerusalem and the entire kingdom. To give you a comparison: The United States could be likened to the size of Assyria in terms of military power and people and Judah to a small developing country like Guatemala. It was not this threat that consumed much of Isaiah’s writing but rather the religious attitudes and moral condition of the people in the face of this crisis. His concern for these attitudes propelled him towards some his most impassioned messages – beginning with the one just heard by Ted in the first chapter of Isaiah.  

Opening summary and appeal

The moral condition of the beloved holy city Jerusalem was so depraved that the prophet Isaiah referred to her as Sodom and Gomorrah. This was the most abhorrent name imaginable, the most despicable, deplorable name available because of the city’s low reputation as a place were inequity was prominent. It was this abhorred community that was summoned to listen one more time. Isaiah began his message by commanding all to “Hear” 
Isaiah had some harsh words about the sacrifices being made. Offering sacrifices in the temple during that time was a means of communion, a means of connection with God, with Yahweh. God rejected the sacrifices, that before were accepted and legitimate offerings. God did not need the sacrifices nor want them. God did not look. Not listen. Not attend. Not respond.  Why the rejection? The offerings were dishonest.  Insincere. The only manner with which Jerusalem knew how to communicate with God was rejected; their means of communication with the divine had been terminated. The relationship of a people to God seemed over and finished. Let me be clear, God was disgusted because people were not taking care of the vulnerable in their community.  
Present conditions that need to change

So in this passage Isaiah gave the command to hear and then told the community about God’s disgust with their dishonest offerings. He then, in one of the most abrasive word images in Scripture, said that the hands being raised to God in prayer were stained with blood. This image is used in many prophetic books and refers generally to injustice against the poor or oppressed. Because injustice and oppression against the powerless of society in that culture often became a matter of life or death, the imagery of bloodshed was appropriate. 

The incongruity of a people who thought they were pure and holy lifting up hands stained with the blood of injustice to worship the God who had seen the injustice they had suffered in Egypt and had heard their cries as oppressed slaves could not be more devastating. Now, they were the oppressors and yet still wanted God to see their plight and hear their prayers. God’s initial response was to turn away. In light of the impending Assyrian advances, such a proclamation amounted to a death sentence for the nation and people, who counted on their God to protect them. 

Possibility for a different future (16-20)
That is why the end of our text today is surprising, suggesting there was a route back to God despite their dire situation. It is the way of Isaiah to endlessly seek, against the terrible consequences Judah deserved, to keep a hope alive for this people of God. Isaiah is that prophet who paints to bleakest picture possible and you think there is no way out and then provides a glimmer of hope through God. 
Carrying through the metaphor of bloodstained hands that rendered them unfit to stand in the presence of God as his people, the call was for the people to "clean up their act," to wash the stains of injustice from their hands, and learn to do "good" (v. 17). 

The actions of “good” required were not the ones dismissed early in this passage; instead they were more elemental. God did not ask for more sacrifices. Today, I don’t think God would be asking to add a service every day at CCB or to add more church activities during the week.  However, this passage reveals the prophet saying to the people of  God, “Don’t TALK of love, show me.” Show me by doing good in the place of evil. Show me by doing justice to the oppressed, the orphan and the widow. This triad Isaiah spoke of in this passage referred to those in the community who were weak, vulnerable and without an advocate and subject to political exclusion and economic exploitation. The offer of restitution of this devastated community concerned every dimension of Judah’s life: genuine, right worship (holiness) and right neighbor practice (justice). Judah would be lost unless there was a total and radical reorientation of its entire life.  As a church, is there a radical reorientation that needs to happen in matters of genuine worship or right neighbor practice?

Application

For me this passage calls me to be accountable not for the creed I profess or reject – and let me tell you we have numerous conversations about this in seminary - , or for what doctrine I am willing to fight, but simply how I treat widows and orphans and the oppressed in the world around me, how I choose to allow my relationship with God to permeate every aspect of their lives – not mine.  

I want to end with a story, a story I am not proud to tell publically but one that as I was praying about this sermon God brought to my mind.   I have the most wonderful family one could ask for. Christmas Eve has always been my favorite times with my family. We go to mass together, fellowship over a really good meal together and share laughter and more importantly, time together – which is a commodity these days. Christmas Eve this year my husband and I were driving to my parent’s home for this occasion. He and I had a wonderful conversation on the way of how we wanted our prayer life to be more intimate in the New Year as a married couple. We got off the freeway and on my left, in Tinley Park IL there was a man with a homeless sign asking for food. I don’t know if you remember but it was snowing on Christmas Eve. So, he was wet, cold and the sign he held indicated he was hungry. I turned away. As if not looking somehow changes the fact that there was a homeless man standing there. I went to my parents, nice, warm home filled with love, laugher and good food and I didn’t share it with the man, who was alone asking for a meal on Christmas Eve of all days.  I was able to intellectualize my decision of course.  Giving him money might feed an addictive habit. He may be dangerous. I couldn’t bring him into my parent’s home. After all, it is not my home to offer.  

I missed an opportunity that night to do justice, to restore someone to a community and to meet the need of someone vulnerable in the very community I grew up in.  I missed an opportunity to show love and do justice.  

One of my favorite quotes by Dietrich Bonheoffer is this: The church is only the church when it exists for others.  I think Isaiah would add the church is only the church when it exists to restore the most vulnerable in society to community. My question to us as a body is this: How are we doing existing for the most vulnerable in this society? Are we making real sacrifices to restore community or giving only our surplus time and money? Or like me, are the eyes turning away>  How are we exercising this justice that Isaiah deems so important that God would not hear the cries of God’s CHOSEN people unless the very needy were taken care of? This past Christmas Eve I felt the conviction that my hands were stained. I offered up prayers that night and would not have been surprised if a prophet like Isaiah showed up in my room and said God cannot hear you tonight. God will not listen. Not attend. Not respond. While I am not proud of my actions that night, I – we – serve a God who offers grace and second changes. Let us together wrestle with what it means to hear God’s cry for justice as a community of God. Please pray with me. 

