Crossing boundaries

Isaiah 56:1, 6-8, Matthew 15:21-28

20th August 2017

Most of you have heard about the TLS Course operated by the United Reformed Church, which is a training course exploring the Christian faith by learning and serving. Several of our own church members are either doing it or have done it in the past. At the latest Study Day the TLS students were asked to prepare some prayers for public worship BUT they weren’t allowed to use certain words. These were words most church communities take for granted and use all the time with little thought to what they really signify. They were words like ‘faith’, ‘justice’, ‘mercy’, ‘sin’, ‘grace’, ‘people of God’ and some 20 others. If you have ever tried an exercise like this you would know just how difficult that was! It was intended to help the students to realise  that we have a kind of ‘in-language’ within the church,  and we assume that we know exactly what these words mean, and that every one else knows what they mean too. But more than that, we also assume that the Bible says the same thing about each of them. 

Well, as we look at today’s Bible passages we’ll have the opportunity to test these assumptions. The OT reading from the Book of Isaiah comes from that part of the Book, which is called Third Isaiah.  It dates some 300 years later than the first part of the Book and it reflects a different perspective from the two preceding parts, which refer to the impending danger of war and the promise of restoration to Israel in their Babylonian captivity. This third part is about Israel’s return from the Babylonian exile. It deals with the complicated historical situation they find there with all its tensions between those returning from exile, those who never left and those foreigners who have been encouraged to settle in the partially deserted land. A thoroughly confused nation trying to re-define their national and religious identity, trying to decide who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’; who are the real ‘people of God’, and who aren’t, where should be the boundaries - not unlike a post-BREXIT vote Britain, in fact.


As is the case in these situations there were conflicting ideologies vying with each other to take the nation forward in the new set of circumstances. There were those, who wanted to turn back the clock and thought that the cause of the national disaster was the abandoning of the old, traditional values. So let’s return to them! – they advocated. Let’s make sure, that whatever defined us in the past, would define us again! As if the century old upheaval in between had never happened! So they sought to re-impose the old value-system on this totally new situation. We are the people of God proven by a special relationship to the Almighty. Let’s just see how we can re-establish our uniqueness? 

But there were others, - like this prophet in the Isaiah-school, - who heard a different voice from God: a new word for a new situation. And what a staggeringly new word it was! When the nation in its post-traumatic crisis state of mind wanted to close in on itself, it dared to suggest a radically different understanding of the concept ‘the people of God’. It is not simply sharing a biological kinship, or a common geographical origin, he said. It is not about a particular place to worship God, or a particular way of worshipping God.  It is not even about a particular way of interpreting Scripture, for these are all transient things and God is above them all. Rather it is about maintaining justice and doing what is right. 


And then the prophet picks out two particular areas to illustrate what ‘doing right’ means in the sight of God. And quite eerily those two areas are ones the people of God still keeps struggling with to this very day.  One is about relating to foreigners and the other comes in the judiciously omitted verses by our Lectionary. Now, if you are like me, you would go straight to these verses and wanted to know why they were omitted. Well, in this case, I think, they were left out because they are about eunuchs, people with sexual irregularities, and we, in church are judged to be too sensitive to hear about these matters. After all the eunuchs were excluded from Israel’s worship too! Well, I understand that but, in a way, it is a pity, because the reading as it stands without those verses seems to be denying the very inclusiveness that the whole text is about. When you read the divine promises made to this excluded group, you realise just how radical this Isaiah passage was in its time and still is today: 

“These are the words of the Lord:

The eunuchs who keep my sabbaths,

who choose to do my will,

and hold fast to my covenant,

will receive from me something better

than sons and daughters,

a memorial and a name in my own

house and within my walls;

I shall give them everlasting renown,

an imperishable name.” (Isa 56:4-5)

But, let’s just look at the passage now as it’s given to us in the Lectionary and concentrate on the behaviour towards foreigners; People, who are strange, those who are different from us, those who do not adhere to our accepted customs.  We know that we all are guilty of making these distinctions to a greater or smaller extent.  How refreshing it is then to see Jesus in our NT reading (at least initially) doing the same: turning away from the pleading Canaanite woman just because she is a foreigner. We can be eternally grateful to Matthew for including this very human side of Jesus in his Gospel. We can identify with this Jesus, because we recognise the same inclinations within our own hearts. This is not a super-human, perfect Jesus, but One, who is growing in insight and self-understanding before our very eyes. Someone we can actually follow. And how does he do it?  Well, in the same way as that visionary OT prophet arrived at his amazing insight. The prophet, like all his contemporaries, had grown up with the common wisdom of old times, which excluded foreigners from the blessings and privileges of Israel. Yet, as he was hit by the new message of God he was compelled to declare that “the foreigner, who gives his allegiance to the Lord, must not say ‘The Lord will exclude me from his people” (Isa 56:3). What we are witnessing here is Scripture (the Book of Isaiah) re-interpreting itself (the Book of Deutoronomy) under the influence of God’s radical inclusiveness. The concept of The People of God is gaining a different, enlarged meaning.


Jesus, who has presumably also learnt the same common wisdom of old times and the additional wisdom of this radical prophet, is following the same path. By engaging in conversation with this foreign woman, (and putting himself in the wrong on both counts) he is led into an even wider vision of God’s unconditional inclusiveness than his prophetic predecessor.  In the Isaiah account the foreigners would be brought into the Temple and would be acceptable to God IF they obeyed the Sabbath observance and held fast to God’s holy Law. But Jesus makes no such conditions.  Because he is open to the new word of God even though it’s coming to him through this most unlikely person, he is enabled to freely re-

interpret Isaiah’s re-interpretation. The woman’s ‘faith’ convinces him and he heals her daughter. And let’s notice that he does not measure the woman’s faith by the highly scriptural Sabbath observance or detailed fulfilment of covenant obligations. With the help of her sheer tenacity and deep trust in God’s healing power, he is inspired to “act justly and do the right thing” against the prevailing cultural norms around him. Is he even thinking in terms of The People of God as an excluding distinction anymore? 


I slightly criticised the compilers of the Lectionary earlier, but I now want to give them full marks for the juxtaposition of these two texts from Isaiah and Matthew with references back to the Book of Exodus and Deutoronomy. It illustrates how the great sweep of Scripture spanning around two millennia, is an on-going dialogue between people and God, and among people of faith in different times and different places. And how, in this process, old concepts are being filled with newer and newer meanings. There is no such thing as ‘the Bible clearly tells us’ – a favourite expression of those, who like to use the Bible as a weapon against people of different opinions. If we see the Bible as a continuing conversation with God and about God, then we can’t pick out statements here and there and make them absolute without reference to where they fit in that overall conversation. And if we believe in a living God, we cannot think that with the Book of Revelation this conversation has been closed. Isaiah’s and Jesus’ use of Scripture encourage us lo listen out for God’s new word for our own age from whatever source it may come; And having heard it, to find the courage to re-interpret messages of old as they had done before us. It urges us to reflect on who are the eunuchs and the foreigners of our time and how is the Spirit of Christ leading us and helping us in our dilemmas of dealing with them. 


As we now come to the Lord’s Table, the table of thanksgiving, we may want to bring our gratitude to God, who is a gathering God, not an exclusive or excluding God, whose love spills over beyond all our humanly erected boundaries and ask for the strength to fall in with this amazing generosity. Let it be so.
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