Gifts from God: Wholeness

Isaiah 35:4-7a


It was an afternoon pretty much like any other afternoon at the nursing home—except for a new activity listed as Drumming with Connie. About thirty residents straggled in and sat as they usually did in a large circle. And as usual they waited mostly in silence. It was just another afternoon.


But then Connie arrived. A short middle-aged woman with long platinum blonde hair, she pulled a cart loaded with drums. She began handing out the drums. Tall ones that sat on the floor went to residents with two good hands. She gave other residents smaller drums that could be held between their knees. For residents who’d been paralyzed on one side by a stroke, she had drums that hung from their necks by a strap.


Connie seemed to have drums of every size and description. There was a hammered silver drum from India and a hand-carved wooden one from Egypt. She had drums covered in hairy cowskin and drums of smooth leather, wooden drums from Nigeria and painted drums from Haiti.


And for residents who couldn’t manage a drum, Connie had maracas made from gourds that were light and easy to shake.


The people in the circle began to perk up. It’d been a long time since someone had handed them something unique and valuable and said, “Here, this is for you.” Eyes brightened, and an air of anticipation filled the room. 

Then Connie sat down with her own drum and began to share what she knew.


“It’s easy,” she said. “Let’s start with the sound of your own heart: lub, dub, lub, dub.” Everyone found they could make that sound with their drum.


“Now,” she said, “while you play I’ll add a note. But you must be sure to hold the beat, because we’ll come back to it again and again.” As the people played their heartbeats, Connie added a beat here and there.


Amazingly, the group soon was drumming. When Connie got louder, all the drums got louder. When she drummed soft as a whisper, everyone drummed softly. And each time she counted down the end of a song, everyone stopped together and then broke into joyful applause.


Connie taught the group to make the sound of the wind in the trees by running flat hands around the face of the drum. She taught them to make the sound of the rain with fluttering fingertips. She taught songs from the Congo and Cuba and other faraway places in languages the residents didn’t understand—except somehow they did. Somehow deep within themselves they knew these songs, which the drums translated.


A woman with Alzheimer’s—who most days sat in her room in silence—was shaking her maraca in time and grinning from ear to ear. Residents who’d had strokes were dancing in their wheelchairs as they drummed out the rhythm and smiled for the pure joy of it. Even the deaf could hear and feel this sound.


As the sound filled the building, staff members and other residents wandered in. The activities director began dancing with the maintenance man, and the head of housekeeping and a nurse joined them in the center of the circle. A man, who was blind in one eye and normally shuffled down the hall, took to the floor and danced in reckless abandon. There was music, and it transformed everything.


We hear another story of transformation in today’s scripture reading. Using the language of poetry, Isaiah tells a cosmic story of how God’s presence transforms all of creation, restoring what is broken and bringing the gift of wholeness. And the result is the same overwhelming joy that filled the nursing home that special afternoon.


For Isaiah, God’s coming is linked to the restoration of God’s people, who return to Zion from exile, and to the transformation of the wilderness into a garden brimming with water and life. As part of this transformation of God’s created order, the weak and vulnerable receive the gift of wholeness. The blind see, the deaf hear, the lame dance, and the voiceless sing with joy. Everything is transformed.


It’s a story of God’s radical work of salvation. A salvation that Isaiah understands as an ongoing process of restoration, of coming home, of healing and wholeness.


It’s an understanding of salvation that seems to be lost by many Christians in the Western world, according to church consultant Ron Martoia. These Christians, he contends, are prone to think of salvation as a “point-of-sale” transaction that focuses on getting to heaven instead of recognizing that Jesus came to fulfill the Old Testament promise of shalom—a concept that suggests wholeness, wellness, and peace.


Martoia points out that the Old Testament speaks of salvation three times more often than does the New Testament. And that salvation generally is described as a divine deliverance that brings or preserves peace.


Based on surveys he’s done, Martoia reports that nine out of ten pastors define the gospel as the good news that Jesus died for people’s sins so they can go to heaven. But Martoia notes that Jesus rarely said anything about getting to heaven. Instead, he focused mainly on human needs in the world. Jesus also saw his mission as bringing the deliverance, healing, and wholeness that’s described in Isaiah.


Martoia describes the three governing “meta-narratives” of the Old Testament as the themes of the Exodus, the exile, and the priestly traditions of sacrifice and cleansing. Martoia argues that when Jesus talked about salvation and entering the kingdom of God, his focus was almost entirely in tune with themes of the Exodus and the deliverance from exile.


In contrast, Martoia adds, modern evangelicals often focus on priestly themes that emphasize the need for sacrifice and cleansing. That focus results in portraying God’s salvation as rescuing sinners from hell rather than providing wholeness for people who feel broken or less than complete.


Martoia suggests that the story of the creation of humankind in God’s image is a better starting point for sharing the good news of God’s salvation than the story of humanity’s “fall.” He asks, “What would it be like for us to begin the conversation with people as if we're trying to live out the image of God in us and want them to live out the image of God in them?”


Helping others identify and get in touch with the image of God in them is more of a process than a one-time transaction, according to Martoia. And it calls for the forming of relationships rather than the simple presenting of theological arguments.


He concludes that as Jesus came to offer a gospel that led to peace and wholeness, contemporary Christians are likewise called to be “shalom spreaders,” proclaiming good news not just to all people but to the whole person.


The longing for wholeness is a central theme in the recently released film Adam.


The title character is a brilliant young engineer who grapples with the brokenness that Asperger's syndrome brings to his life. Adam finds hope when Beth, a beautiful and engaging young woman, moves into an apartment in his building.


A relationship develops between the two of them—despite Adam’s awkward social skills and inability to decipher nonverbal signals and Beth’s as-yet unfulfilled hopes of becoming a writer and emerging issues with her parents. Both take risks as they travel through unfamiliar and sometimes discomforting territory on a journey toward transformation and wholeness.


And that journey takes surprising twists and turns for both Adam and Beth. But it ultimately leads them to the wholeness for which they’ve both so deeply longed.


One of the songs from the film captures the couple’s longing and learning:

Yesterday, when you were young, 
Everything you needed done was done for you.
Now you do it on your own
But you find you're all alone, 
What can you do? 

You and me walk on
Cause you can't go back now.

You know there will be days when you're so tired that you can't take another step, 
The night will have no stars and you'll think you've gone as far as you will ever get

But you and me walk on
Cause you can't go back now
And yeah, yeah, go where you want to go
Be what you want to be, 
If you ever turn around, you'll see me.

I can't really say why everybody wishes they were somewhere else
But in the end, the only steps that matter are the ones you take all by yourself

And you and me walk on
Yeah you and me walk on
Cause you can't go back now
Walk on, walk on, walk on
You can't go back now


This morning may we embrace the good news that God calls us to a journey, to a process of salvation, that will lead us to God’s transformation and allow us to receive the gift of wholeness. And may we have the courage and faith not to go back but rather to walk on. Amen.
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