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Isaiah 53:10-11; Hebrews 4:14-16; Mark 10:35-45
     The short passage we heard from Isaiah is part of a canticle by the author of the second section of this prophetic book.  It sets up striking contrasts: “crushed in infirmity” with “he shall see his descendants in a long life and the will of the Lord will accomplished through him;” then we hear,  “because of his affliction he shall see the light of fullness of day” followed by “through his suffering, my servant shall justify many.”  And the contrasts continue if we go further into Isaiah’s suffering servant passage: “for a brief moment I abandoned you, but with great tenderness I will take you back,” and “for a moment I hid my face from you, but with enduring love I take pity on you, says the Lord, your redeemer “ (Is. 54:6-7).  So which is it?  Does he experience the light of day, the tenderness of the Lord, and his redemption, or does he receive affliction, suffering, and abandonment?   Of course, it is both.  He received the light,
tenderness and redemption of God, but he also encountered the 
						1.
affliction, suffering, and abandonment of his people in the world. 
     Our author lived in the 6th century before Christ.  A century earlier the northern half of Israel had waded into paganism and then fell to the Assyrian armies.  Now the southern kingdom of Judah had grown lax in its observance of the covenant with God.  Its complacency in maintaining its national identity as a witness to the One God led to its undoing.  The Babylonians attacked and destroyed Jerusalem, leveled the holy Temple, and deported many of the Jews to Babylon.  This was the greatest disaster  in Jewish history.  The Temple which was the symbol of God’s presence and blessing for his people was now reduced to rubble.  The holy city of Jerusalem, the jewel among all God’s gifts, was given over to foreign armies, idolaters, and looters.  Many of the younger, better educated, and talented Jews had been taken in captivity to Babylon where they probably fared better economically than those who remained behind in Judah.  Could the Jewish faith survive this calamity?  Would they succumb to the culture of the Babylonians?  Would they  grow 
						2.
content with the material benefits of their captors’ world and forget Jerusalem?  Would they be won over by the false gods of Babylon?  Would this lead to the extinction of Israel and the end of monotheism?  These were frightening possibilities that terrified the second writer of Isaiah.  G. K. Chesterton said, “Do not free a camel from the burden of his hump; you may be freeing him from being a camel.”  The burden of the Jews was being the witness to the One God in a world of many gods and idols.  This was no doubt a hardship to bear in a Babylonian world, but to be relieved of this burden was to cease to be a Jew.   We know that after fifty years in captivity, the Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem, if they wished, by the Persians who had conquered Babylonia.  Most of the Jewish community then living in Babylon had been born there.  They knew of Jerusalem only from the stories of their parents and grandparents.  Many decided to stay in Babylon.  Others made the long trek back to Jerusalem, to a city in ruin upon which most had never laid eyes.  They began the long and arduous task of rebuilding the holy city and God’s Temple.   
						  3.
     If this story of the Jews and the Babylonian deportation sounds in some way familiar, it should.  How many times has this played out since that 6th century before the birth of Jesus?  Aren’t  the Babylonians marching this very day in every corner of our 21st century world?  Religious freedom is under attack across the world and even here at home.  Secularism, the worldview that religion is irrelevant and unnecessary, is promoted in countless ways.  We’ve  succumbed to endless distractions to occupy our minds, sooth our pains, and take us away from the hard work that would be required to build a world in which God and the magnificent work of his creative Mind would be more visible and appealing than the worldly indulgences, technological trifles, and financial gains we seek, and the broken families, battered neighborhoods, and aborted babies we’ve come to accept as just part  of the landscape of our society.  
     When things fell apart in the Israelite world millennia ago, the Jews didn’t look at the disasters and say it was God’s fault.  They looked at themselves and recognized that the logical outcome of a world that 
						 4.
had pushed the One God to the fringes or removed him altogether  is a world orchestrated by fallen men and women, and that produced a sound that is cacophonous and dissonant.  It’s not a composition one will want to listen to for very long.  Whenever we deny the natural  law of right and wrong imprinted on the human soul by God; whenever we ignore the revelation from God on how we are called to live in relationship to Him and in service to others; whenever we accept the mantra that God is just an idea and a useless or dead idea at that; whenever  we embrace the advertiser’s adage that “It’s all about me,” then be assured the Babylonians are laying siege to our city and ruin and captivity are just a battering ram away.  
     There’s a Peanuts cartoon in which Charlie Brown says that whenever he prays to God, it seems God must be out skateboarding.  God may be out skateboarding, but’s He’s skateboarding on the streets on which we live.   Yes, like the ancient Jews we may be crushed in infirmity, burdened with afflictions, and saddled with sufferings, but it’s not because God has walked out on us.  It may be 
						 5.
because we have walked away from him in some way.  Maybe we’re the ones out skateboarding when God calls on us.
     Our gospel reading ends with Jesus telling his apostles that “whoever  wishes to be great among you will be your servant . . . For the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many.” That turns much of the secular philosophy on end.  This reminded me of a line from a Woody Allen movie, Broadway Danny Rose in which Danny Rose muses: “You know what my philosophy of life is?  That it’s important to have some laughs, no question about it, but you got to suffer a little too, because otherwise you miss the whole point of life.”  I’d like to think this is more than just Woody Allen angst, and that he means that it’s in the struggles, difficulties, and pain that we come to empathize with others and start to understand them and discover why we are here.  It’s in the burdens of life that we extend out a hand for someone to grasp, or we reach for  a hand that has been extended out to help us.  It’s in the tasks and trials of living that we begin to see what Christ’s life and 
						 6.
death on the cross were all about, and perhaps, just maybe, we recognize that we are called to imitate him by living the way he lived. That  puts us way out of step with the culture, but it will be more than enough to prevent the Babylonians from  leveling the Temple of our faith and hope in Jesus.  There is no cure for the trials and pains between birth and death except to do something in the interval that makes life better for others who are struggling in that same interval.  If we do that then we shall, as Isaiah said, although “crushed in infirmity and affliction” . . .   we “shall see the light of fullness of day;”    Amen.
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