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A Touch of the Divine: To Be Called by God

Isaiah 43:1-7
Beer and goat-roping may not sound like milk and honey, but for the author Robert Fulghum they represented something of a promised land when he was eighteen.


That promised land was San Saba, Texas. Fulghum would travel there from Waco to court a young woman. After they broke up, he still would go there on weekends.


For one thing, Waco was in a dry county, but he could buy beer in San Saba. For another, the town had a little rodeo that featured goat-roping. And, as Fulghum points out, goat-roping is some entertainment.”
“Goats don’t break out of the chute running for the pen at the other end. They move like they are crazed. Waltz out of the chute, flash left, dead stop, run back toward the roper. And they try to butt you when you try to tie them down. You never know about goats. It’s worth going a long way to see goat-roping.”

There also was a dance afterward on a concrete slab in the open air beside the San Saba River. Fulghum recalls that “you could sit there in peace and watch the dancing and the river and eat a baloney-and-white-bread sandwich with a whole bag of Fritos and a whole bag of chocolate cookies washed down with a six-pack of Lone Star. Then you’d go dance and hope you . . . didn’t throw up.”

San Saba, Texas. If not the promised land, then at least a piece of home for this author. And it hadn’t changed much when he returned.

He stopped by the soda fountain at the local drugstore for a Coke float and piece of homemade apple pie.

Then it was over to Harry’s store to get a new pair of Tony Lama calfskin boots with goat-roping heels. When he wrote an out-of-town check, the clerk didn’t even ask to see his I.D. She said not many people come all the way from Seattle to buy boots, and she figured he was either honest or stupid, but she’d bet on honest.

The next stop was the feed store to buy some real deerskin roping gloves, which Fulghum claims are the best work gloves in the world. Then out to watch the Friday afternoon goat and sheep auction, where he almost bought a goat.

At the Alamo Café, he had chicken-fried steak with country gravy and a side of succotash and one of mashed potatoes. And finally he went down to enjoy the quiet of the river.

A boring little town that isn’t heaven on earth. But it is a piece of home for Fulghum.

And he shares that “there are places we all come from—deep-rooty-common places—that make us who we are. And we disdain them or treat them lightly at our peril. We turn our back on them at the risk of self-contempt. There is a sense in which we need to go home again—and can go home again. Not to recover home. . . . But to sanctify memory.”

Our reading from Isaiah evokes something of this same lesson. It comes from a time when many of the Israelites who’d been taken as captives to Babylon had given up on ever going home. They felt defeated and humiliated and abandoned by the God they’d believed had called them for a special purpose.

They also felt the impact of political instability in that part of the world. Power and allegiances shifted like sand among those nations. But none of the changes seemed positive for these exiles. No one seemed willing to come to their aid.

And competing religious interpretations of the exile failed to provide solid footing either. Some saw the exile as God’s direct punishment for bad behavior—either by Israel’s leaders or by all the people. Some believed the relationship between God and the people of Israel was so broken it could never be restored. Some only held out hope for the reestablishment of a small remnant of the once great nation.

In the midst of this sense of desolation, this context of confusion, this time of crisis come two simple but significant words from Isaiah: But now.

Those two words represent what one scholar calls a “jarring declaration of reversal.” But now. They announce that regardless of what has happened in the past and despite any current evidence to the contrary, God is extending a new call.


That call isn’t one of judgment offered by a distant divine voice. It isn’t a call for punishment from a powerful ruler. Instead it’s the intimate call of a God who deeply loves this people and is willing to redeem them and take them home to the land of promise.

This call, this promise of going home sparks the people’s memory. Or, in the words of Robert Fulghum, it sanctifies their memory. It reminds them who they truly are—beloved people of God. And it reminds them of the possibilities that identity offers them.

Perhaps the most powerful possibility of this call is a freedom from fear. Twice in this short passage from Isaiah, Yahweh says, “Don’t be afraid.” And each time, the Holy One offers a reason: “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you.” “Do not fear, for I am with you.”

God promises to protect the people from water and fire—the very things they’ve viewed as vehicles of divine judgment and punishment. God promises to pay whatever price and overcome whatever obstacle in order to be reunited with the people. God promises to gather them from wherever they may be and lead them on a journey home.

While this call may have seemed new to the Israelites in exile, perhaps what was new was their ability to hear it in a fresh and meaningful way. Perhaps the crisis they were experiencing allowed them to hear God’s call in a totally new way.


In his new book, the public theologian and activist Jim Wallis contends that a  “[c]risis is a good time to clarify the meaning of many things—including our economics, our values, and our religion. When crisis hits, it brings us to the place where we begin to question some of our most basic assumptions. It is exactly when the world seems most confusing and events seem most inexplicable that we are forced to go deeper, find past mistakes, and begin to build anew.”


Wallis specifically addresses the current economic crisis that grips our country—and indeed our world. He argues that this crisis presents us with an enormous opportunity to “rediscover our values—as people, as families, as communities of faith, and as a nation.”

He writes that this crisis is “a moment of decision we dare not pass by. We have forgotten some very important things, and it’s time to remember them again.”

While Wallis agrees that we need an economic recovery, he also sees the need for a moral recovery. 


He explains: “The Great Recession that has gripped the world, defined the moment, and captured all of our attention has also revealed a profound values crisis. Just beneath the surface of the economic debate, a deep national reflection is beginning to take place and indeed, has already begun in people’s heads, hearts, and conversations. The questions it raises are about our personal, family, and national priorities; about our habits of the heart, about our measures of success, about the values of our families and our children, about our spiritual well-being, and about the ultimate goals and purposes of life—including our economic life.”


Although a great deal of media and political attention remains focused on the surface of the economic crisis, Wallis believes “there are deeper questions here and some fundamental choices to make. That’s why this could be a transformational moment, one of those times that comes around only very occasionally.”


If we’re to take advantage of this opportunity for transformation, Wallis argues that we need to ask the right question.


He explains, “If we start with the wrong question, it doesn’t matter how good our answer is, we’ll always end up in the wrong place. If we only ask how to get back to the place we were before this crisis began, we will miss the opportunity to stop walking in circles and start moving forward.”
In Wallis’ opinion, instead of asking, “When will this crisis be over,” we should ask, “How will this crisis change us?” We should ask, “How will it change the ways we think, act, and decide things? How will it change how we prioritize and value our success, how do we do business, and how we live our lives?”

According to Wallis, we seem to have lost some things and forgotten some basics—like our oldest and best values. He encourages us to remember and rediscover those values and then to allow those values to provide a new call for our lives.

Instead of buying into the growing notion that “greed is good,” we can remember that “enough is enough.” Rather than thinking “it’s all about me,” we can recall that “we’re in this together.” Rather than being motivated by “I want it now,” we can evaluate “every decision by its impact upon seven generations in the future.” Rather than fearing 

“there is never enough,” we can recognize that “there is enough, if we share it.”

Wallis believes a rediscovery of values is especially important for people of faith. He encourages us to look within such scriptures as the Torah, New Testament, and Koran for reminders of the values that will help guide us in a new direction.

A piece of home in a small town in Texas. A promise of redemption in a period of exile. A possibility of rediscovered values in a time of crisis.

Each offers the chance to hear a call that speaks deeply of how God’s love can shape who we are and how we live. And perhaps if we listen closely enough, we can understand that call in a new way.


Some years ago musicians Billy Sherwood and Chris Squire penned lyrics to a song that was recorded by the band Yes. Those lyrics seem to sum up something of this call:

Love can seem such a mystery

Confusing though it may be

It’s the one thing that we all need most

Love can make your world go round

Sometimes it can bring you down

Yet there’s no way to avoid the fall

Love will finally bring us all 

Together eventually

There’s only one road for us all

Releasing our fear of the unknown

Believing in what could be

Now it’s time for each of us to answer the call

Sometimes love can be so true

Sometimes it’s running out on you

No matter how hard you try 

You can’t avoid the fall

Only love conquers all

We can solve the mystery

Believe in what could be

Now its time for each of us

To answer the call

We can solve the mystery

Together eventually

Love conquers all


May we have the faith and the courage to respond as God calls each of us. Amen.
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