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PENTECOST VI SER​​MON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

Let’s see…eenie, meenie, minee, moe.  Which one shall I choose? Isaiah brings us the images of ‘consoling breast’ and ‘glorious bosom’.  And Galatians is filled with talk about circumcision. I suppose I could take the easy way out and focus on the gospel, but to be honest I am really drawn to the beautiful mothering image from the prophet. That’s why I brought in the art work that’s on the easel. I hope you saw it.

The setting for this passage comes near the end of the long book of Isaiah. You may remember from Bible study that Isaiah’s really a collection of three books from three different writers. The early chapters decry the faithlessness of Judah, the southern kingdom, and warn of its destruction. The middle chapters speak to their exile in Babylon. And these final pages are written after their release from captivity and return home.

For 3 generations, they longed for that return. To each new generation they told stories of the good old days: of King David and his conquests, of King Solomon and his glorious temple, of what it meant to be the holy chosen people of God. Decade after decade they reminded themselves of the privilege and responsibility of their place on earth. “Get us back, Lord, and we’ll be faithful. You’ll see—a ‘light to the nations,’ Just as you planned!”

Well, they did get home. The Lord sent General Cyrus and his armies to attack Babylon, release the prisoners, and to take them home. What they found at home, of course, was war’s devastation, covered by 70 years of dust. Like the remains of Sherman’s “march to the sea”, or Hiroshima after Enola Gay’s visit, there was nothing left but pain-filled rubble.

Cyrus even rebuilt the temple for them, bigger and better than Solomon’s, but life was hard, excruciating, dismal. A country, a people, a spirit, a faith do not easily arise from such ashes. The reality of life was so much less than they had hoped for. In spite of the new temple, it was for many very hard to know God’s presence, to see his work, or to trust in his promises.

It is to that reality that these words of third Isaiah first spoke. And, after all the warrior, judgment, and conquest images of God, hear again how remarkable these are:

“Rejoice with Jerusalem, and be glad for her, all you who love her;

Rejoice, all you who mourn over her, that you may nurse and be satisfied from her consoling breast; that you may drink deeply with delight from her glorious bosom.

For thus says the Lord: As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you…and it shall be known that the hand of the Lord is with his servants.”

It’s unfortunate that some in this country are offended by what is so natural 

and welcome in the rest of the world: mothers nursing infants. The bonding that takes place in that sharing is second to none: nourishment and anti-bodies, protection, security. It is quite literally the embodiment of love, life-giving love as God intends it.

We just celebrated Father’s Day, and of course dads are good for all sorts of things, including love. But my experience has been that when the knees get scraped, or when the tummy aches, when feelings are hurt or when nightmares assault, there’s nothing life Mama’s hug and kiss and consolation.

To be honest with you, I think that what draws me to this first reading this year is my sense of such need, personally and for us as a congregation. We have been under assault. Have you noticed? The attack of disease on our dear Dr. Wolfe has stunned us and his doctors. Several other Trinity members have been recently diagnosed with cancer and have begun treatment. Still others of our family are battling chronic pain or emotional debility. These weeks since Easter have not been kind to us and those we love. On one particularly down day, I said to counselor Ralph Reeves that I feel as if the universe is coming unglued.

So, I confess my need for Mama God’s loving arms. (You probably each have an cherished experience of such care. For me, it’s my baba’s—my grandmother’s—almost breathtaking hugs.) When our world comes unglued, when medicine reveals its limitations, when our mortality and vulnerability are all too obvious, where is there to go except to that breast, those arms, that certain and welcoming love?!

Have you noticed how much our weekly liturgy embodies that kind of experience? We hear from God a “welcome home” as we gather. Then, in the confession, comes an “I forgive you.” We hear words of wisdom, guidance and inspiration--’good news.’. Mama says with the prayers, “So, now tell me what’s troubling you.” Then she offers a kiss of peace, followed by the invitation to “Come, eat and drink at my table.” As we near the end of the visit, she blesses us again: “Be on your way, strengthened and renewed. Oh, and while you’re out, be sure to share my love with others.”

Can you sense the wonder of it all? Some complain about the rote and routine of our worship. (I wonder if they’d say the same about a kiss or hug?! “Same old, same old.”) And, yes, I suppose there could be something sterile about seeing all those words on the page of a bulletin.  There’s likely an air of formality in a building like this. True, there’s not much room for spontaneity in our liturgical traditional. But I hope that none of that inhibits your experience of God’s love, nurture and care when we gather. God calls us together in Christ to banish our fears, bind our wounds, strengthen body, mind and spirit, and give us hope, whatever may be going on around or within us. (Let mama kiss it and make it better!) So that even with all that destruction surrounding them, God invites her people to “rejoice with Jerusalem and be glad for her.” 

“Rejoice and be glad!” Not because things are as you want them to be. Not because we’ve got all the answers or resources that we need. But rather because God is God—Mama’s right there with you!—and nothing can separate us from that love!! (Not even death can separate us from it, reminds St. Paul.)

There’s one other important truth that comes from this passage, I think.  It is the transfer of motherly image from God to Jerusalem and back again. Did you notice? First Isaiah invites them to Jerusalem’s consoling bosom; then it’s the Lord who offers hugs and kisses.  I think it is a witness for the church as well. As “new Jerusalem”, you and I are to make real God’s love on earth for his people. Just as we receive, so also we give. I have seen that so powerfully in your response to the latest round of assaults: in your ardent prayer, in the cards and notes you’ve written, in the art work of our kids, comfy pillows, prayer shawls, visits and offers of help. So many of you have been there as ‘consoling mama’, as witness to our life-giving God for the sake of those who are under siege.

Please don’t take that role for granted, and don’t underestimate the power of your presence. I know that so many of us feel helpless as we face these daunting invasions and their aftermath. Please know that whenever we offer our prayers, our hugs, our notes, our chicken soup, that God goes with them, God empowers them, God will see that they accomplish all that God purposes. That is really the marvel of the church and of discipleship throughout the ages. Jesus promises his disciples that when they are sent out, he will be with them. As Risen Lord, with the power of love beyond the grave, he is unstoppable. He engages you and me to make real his presence in the face of all that denies God’s love.  It has little to do with my skills or abilities, my shortcomings or insecurities. “Not me, but Christ in me,” as Paul reminds us. It is in Christ that we offer it, and it is by him that our efforts will bless. 

I’m not sure what image of God you may have brought with you this morning. But Isaiah and I suggest that you take along this grand, maternal, voluptuous God—loving us far more than we deserve, and promising things far greater than we can imagine.

Amen.
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