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Isaiah 40.18-31

4th February 2018
On Eagle’s wings

Gracious God – we open the bible and long to receive your word – open, we pray, our minds and hearts to receive that word with all its comfort and in all its challenge. Amen.

We stood by the shore of Loch Long just south of the Highlands peering through our binoculars trying to identify the large bird perched on a tree the other side.  For a moment Rachel was convinced it was an eagle, but then it moved and swept down in front of us. To our disappointment it was just a large, graceful heron.

But the next year, on Mull, there was no disappointment as we watched – albeit at a distance – two sea eagles talon grasping over Calgary Bay.  Later in the week we visited the eagle centre on the island, run by a former finance manager from Reading, who said to me since moving up to Scotland he’d never been poorer and he’d never been happier.  He confirmed Rachel’s sighting – the talon grasping apparently authenticated it - but said many people mistake buzzards for eagles.  We don’t correct them, he said, rather dismissively, but amongst ourselves we call buzzards ‘visitor eagles’!

Well a verse from the Lectionary reading from the Hebrew Scriptures this morning, from Isaiah 40.31 goes like this:  They will soar as on eagles’ wings, they will run and not feel faint, march on and not grow weary.
Now you might think to yourself after reading these beautiful words of poetry that they describe a very confident people.  But, if you read the rest of Isaiah 40 it becomes clear that this a time of great uncertainty and anxiety for the people Isaiah was addressing.
Verse 27 epitomises their conversations and complaints: Jacob, why do you complain, and you Israel, why do you say ‘My lot is hidden from the Lord, my cause goes unheeded by my God’.

These are the sentiments of an exiled people, Jerusalem has fallen, many who used to live there are now virtual Prisoners of War in a foreign land and they think their God has forgot them.

The Babylonian Exile predicted and even endured by prophets like Jeremiah and Ezekiel took place around 600BC – that’s the time when Daniel and his three friends were taken away.  All in all, this period lasted 150 years for the Israelites because it wasn’t until 450BC that Nehemiah returns to Jerusalem to start the rebuilding project.

Now Isaiah is the most often quoted Old Testament book in the New.  Some say it has two authors – one responsible for chapters 1-39, the other for the second half – the chapters which talk of comfort – 40 through to 66.  

Whatever our conclusions about authorship everyone is agreed that Isaiah is writing about a people living out their days, 150 years in fact, in a foreign land.  His theme is: How can faith survive when Jerusalem falls and the temple is raised to the ground?

I remember watching a fascinating Songs of Praise charting the lives of the Windrush generation from the Caribbean.  We saw newsreel footage of families embarking on SS Windrush in places like Jamaica and the same families arriving in Southampton ready to make a new life here in Britain.

With integrity and honesty Songs of Praise told the story of how these West Indians were often maligned in society and rejected by the churches.  Many of them were Baptist Christians.  The luke-warm reception they often received meant the beginning of black majority churches here in Britain.  And this part of the Christian family remains one of the fastest growing today.  I was at college with Kingsley Appiagyei – an exceptionally quiet and shy member of our batch – when we left in 1987 he planted Trinity Baptist Church in South London with 8 members, today it has a staggering 2,000 and is the largest Baptist Church in the country!
Many from the Windrush generation brought a vibrant Christian faith with them as they settled in this strange land called Britain.  They not only brought it but also kept it and passed it on to their children and grandchildren.  

Well that was the challenge that would face Isaiah’s readership – how do you live for God in a new environment that seems a long way from home.
And that’s an issue that all of us might face from time to time.  

How do we live for God outside our comfort zones?  Do we really take faith with us wherever we go?

Now these words from Isaiah are also an encouragement to those of us who are getting older - which, when you think about it, is absolutely every one of us here this morning!  They are words that somewhat dispel the myth that youth is the only golden season in life.

This is what the prophet says:  Even young men may grow weary and faint, even the fittest may stumble and fall.  But those who look to the Lord will win new strength, they will soar on eagles’ wings…

These are beautiful and encouraging words.
The church in which I grew up didn’t have BB or Scouts but a boys’ uniformed organisation with the curious name of Campaigners.  Our motto was Mount Up and it came from the Authorised Version of verse 31: They will mount up with wings like eagles.

The context of these verses is actually an acknowledgement that even youthful zest and enthusiasm is not enough to get us through every trial and challenge.  We need something, someone more.

We worry a lot these days about young people.  A recent report made the point that more and more youngsters spend less and less time with adults.  They have few contacts outside their own peer group and sometimes no role models to look up to.  In that insular, self-defining world it’s all too easy to live with no reference to anyone else’s experience other than yours and your friends.  And so, the generation gap widens into a chasm and even a left of centre study group concludes that one answer is for teenagers to have more organised contact with adults and recommends organisations like Scouts.

So it’s been great this morning to have Junior Church take part in the service.  
Isaiah says; yes, it’s sometimes very attractive to put your trust in young people, to envy them their energy and enthusiasm.  But then comes along verse 30: Even youths grow tired and weary.  

It’s a cry for spiritual depth.  A realisation, at any age, that we need God’s help to live in his way and do his work. 

In fact, the Franciscan writer, Richard Rohr, in his book Falling Upwards says it’s often in the second half of life, post 50, that we learn the biggest lessons and discover the greatest truths about ourselves and God. It’s in the second half of life, he says, that we get better at coping with disillusionment.

Isaiah was addressing a people who needed to fall upwards!  For over three generations they had been denied the right of living in their own country.  Many of them had not only spent their youth but their entire lives living under an oppressive and unjust system.  And to this generation he says: keep trusting in God, keep renewing your strength in him, keep hoping, worshipping and loving – and in that way, to quote my old Campaigner motto, you will Mount Up on eagles’ wings.
So, we might well ask, what’s the result of this type of trust.  Well, the final verse of Isaiah 40 encourages those in exile with these words – if you trust in God like this you will run and not feel faint, you will march on and not grow weary.

Isaiah’s words to a people who in many ways were struggling with identity and purpose, confused maybe about their past and anxious about the future, were words of hope. Hope in God, even at the toughest of times.

We need to be people who hope, because we believe in a God of hope.  That’s what Isaiah’s readers needed to hear as one generation after another stayed in Babylon as their community endured the 150 years of exile.

I enjoy reading biographies.  Perhaps I get it from my grandfather who read nothing but biography.  Recently dipped into one about Stanley Baldwin, that country loving Prime Minister who preferred to company of his pigs to that of his cabinet colleagues (what’s changed we ask!).  The Swedish Ambassador once asked Mrs Baldwin if she was a believer.  I am, she replied, and I must tell you that every morning when we rise we kneel together before God and commend our day to him.

Well I know biographies are selective but I rather liked that selective insight into this Prime Minister’s personal life.  Starting every morning on his knees, commending the day to God.

It’s just the idea that we need strength from outside ourselves, we need direction, hope and courage.  A Christian believes that God gives us these qualities as they Holy Spirit ministers to us and through us.

We are not alone if we hope in the Lord.

I thought I might try an end this sermon with some witty saying or story but then I thought again.  Better by far, I think, to simply read once more some of the most beautiful poetry of the Old Testament, containing some of its most profound truths.

Young men may grow weary and faint, even the fittest may stumble and fall, but those who look to the Lord will win new strength, they will soar as on eagles’ wings; they will run and not feel faint, march on and not grow weary.

May it be so, in the name of The Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Ian Green, Amersham ,1st February 2018

