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A Touch of the Divine: To Be Sent by God

Isaiah 61:1-9

What happens when we stand at the crossroads between hope and despair? That place where we stand when tragedy strikes, when trouble comes, when life disappoints us.


The author Joan Chittister argues that the choice we make at such a crossroads—the choice between despair and hope—makes a difference.


Choosing the way of despair, she writes, “colors the way we look at things, makes us suspicious of the future, makes us negative about the present. It leads us to ignore the very possibilities that could save us, or worse, leads us to want to hurt as we have been hurt ourselves.”

When we choose the way of despair, she adds, we’re really saying that we’ve given up on God. Choosing despair says that we’re God—and if we can't do anything about the situation, then nothing and nobody can.

But Chittister believes that choosing the way of hope means taking “life on its own terms,” knowing that “whatever happens God lives in it,” and expecting that “whatever its twists and turns, it will ultimately yield its good to those who live it consciously, to those who live it to the hilt.”


Hope, according to Chittister, isn’t a matter of waiting for things outside of us to get better. It’s about getting better inside about what’s going on outside. It’s about “becoming open to the God of Newness.” It’s about allowing ourselves to let go of the present and to believe in the future—a future we can’t see but still trust to God.

Hope is about “holding on when holding on seems pointless.” It brings us to a point of personal transformation that allows us to know that “whatever the circumstances, however hard the task, the struggles of life may indeed shunt us from mountain top to mountain top but they will not destroy us.”

Chittister contends that life is not one road. Instead it’s many roads—“the walking of which provides the raw material out of which we become hope in the midst of despair.”

Although we often think of hope as being grounded in the future, Chittister encourages us to think about it differently. “Hope,” she explains, “is fulfilled in the future but it depends on our ability to remember that . . . we have survived everything in life to this point—and in even better form than we were when those troubles began. So why not this latest situation, too? Then we hope because we have no reason not to hope. Hope is what sits by a window and waits for one more dawn, despite the fact that there isn't an ounce of proof in tonight's black, black sky that it can possibly come.”

Today’s reading from the third portion of Isaiah is directed to a people standing at a crossroads between despair and hope. The Israelites who’d been held in captivity in Babylon have returned from exile. But all the hopes they’d had for returning to Jerusalem seem dashed. Their homeland is in ruins, the economy is in shambles, and the political and theological landscape is in upheaval.

The people of Israel seem set to choose to travel the way of despair. It’s a way that’s familiar to them, and traveling it seems to be the path of least resistance.


But before they can make that decision, a message comes to them. A message of promise. A message that encourages them to choose the way of hope.


Although we’re not sure of the identity of the prophet-poet who delivers the message, we do learn that two things set him apart for the role he’s to play in the life of this people. He’s been touched by God’s spirit and by God’s anointing. That claim alone might have been enough to spark hope within the people’s heart since God touched David in the same way before he became king.


And now God touches another person to help the people of Israel find their way to the path of hope. This messenger of hope announces his mission: God has sent me “to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor . . . to comfort all who mourn.”


There’s both a beauty and a power to these words. And imagine how they must have sounded to the people who first heard them. A people who faced the overwhelming task of trying to rebuild their lives. A people trying to find a foothold while everything around them seemed to be crumbling.


Perhaps these words also ring with a special power and beauty in our ears. For one thing, Jesus uses them to describe the vision he has for his own ministry. In Luke’s gospel, Jesus goes to the synagogue in his hometown of Nazareth just after his baptism and temptation in the wilderness. There he reads a portion of this passage from Isaiah:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.
Offering hope to those most in need of it—the oppressed, the brokenhearted, the imprisoned, the marginalized, the vulnerable—will prove to define Jesus’ ministry in Luke’s gospel. Through the centuries a number of church leaders and scholars have interpreted Jesus’ ministry as being to those who are spiritually poor or captive or needy. But Luke’s gospel seems to point to or at least make room for another interpretation—one in which Jesus’ ministry is directed to those who are literally poor, vulnerable, marginalized, captive—people who stand at a very real crossroads between despair and hope.

And perhaps that’s another reason these words spoken by the prophet-poet in Isaiah and Jesus in Luke’s gospel hold power and promise for us. For we too live in a world in which so much seems broken, uncertain, even hopeless. We watch as people lose their homes, their means of livelihood, their families and communities in hurricanes such as those that swept over New Orleans and other parts of the Gulf coast or in  earthquakes such as the one that devastated an already fragile Haiti. We watch as the Great Recession brings cascading unemployment, foreclosures, debt, and economic uncertainty. We watch as wars continue to tear regions of our world apart and engage and endanger members of our own military forces.


As we hear the words from Isaiah and Jesus, perhaps we begin to question who will be sent to bring good news into our context. Whom will God touch to bring hope to people who seem set to travel the path of despair?

Or perhaps we could frame that question in a different way. Perhaps we could ask if it’s possible that God’s spirit might empower and send us to be messengers of hope.

The writer and teacher Azar Nafisi believes that imagination and relationships can help inspire us to share hope. And she speaks from her own experience of standing between despair and hope in her native Iran. After being fired from the University of Tehran for refusing to wear a veil, Nafisi secretly taught literature to female students in her home for a number of years before moving to the United States.


Those experiences helped shape her belief that imagination—such as that which can be inspired by great stories—and relationships—intimate, personal relationships—can create empathy, which motivates the sharing of hope. She explains that it’s “the urge to know more about ourselves and others that creates empathy. Through imagination and our desire for rapport, we transcend our limitations, freshen our eyes, and are able to look at ourselves and the world through a new and alternative lens.”


She writes that whenever she thinks of the word empathy, she thinks of a young boy named Huckleberry Finn. As Huck contemplates his friend and runaway slave Jim, he asks himself whether or not he should give Jim up. Huck was told in Sunday school that people who let slaves go free go to “everlasting fire.” But then Huck imagines himself and Jim in “the day and nighttime, sometimes moonlight, sometimes storms, and we a-floating along, talking and singing and laughing.” Huck remembers the friendship and warmth he shares with Jim. He imagines Jim not as a slave but as a human being, and he decides that, “alright, then, I’ll go to hell.”


Nafisi writes: “What Huck rejects is not religion but an attitude of self-righteousness and inflexibility. I remember this particular scene out of Huck Finn so vividly today, because I associate it with a difficult time in my own life. In the early 1980s when I taught at the University of Tehran, I, like many others, was expelled. I was very surprised to discover that my staunchest allies were two students who were very active at the university’s powerful Muslim Students’ Association. These young men and I had engaged in very passionate and heated arguments. I had fiercely opposed their ideological stances. But that didn’t stop them from defending me. When I ran into one of them after my expulsion, I thanked him for his support. ‘We are not as rigid as you imagine us to be Professor Nafisi,’ he responded. ‘Remember your own lectures on Huck Finn? Let’s just say, he is not the only one who can risk going to hell!’

“This experience in my life reinforces my belief in the mysterious connections that link individuals to each other despite their vast differences. No amount of political correctness can make us empathize with a child left orphaned in Darfur or a woman taken to a football stadium in Kabul and shot to death because she is improperly dressed. Only curiosity about the fate of others, the ability to put ourselves in their shoes, and the will to enter their world through the magic of imagination, creates this shock of recognition. Without this empathy there can be no genuine dialogue, and we as individuals and nations will remain isolated and alien, segregated and fragmented.


“I believe that it is only through empathy, that the pain experienced by an Algerian woman, a North Korean dissident, a Rwandan child or an Iraqi prisoner, becomes real to me and not just passing news. And it is at times like this when I ask myself, am I prepared — like Huck Finn — to give up Sunday school heaven for the kind of hell that Huck chose?”

The spirit of the Lord God is upon me . . . he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor . . . to comfort all who mourn.
May we be willing to allow God to send us as messengers of hope in our world today. Amen.
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