ISAIAH 43:16-21
16 Thus says the Lord, 

Who makes a way in the sea

A path in the mighty waters

17 Who brings out chariot and horse,

Army and warrior;

They lie down, they cannot rise,

They are extinguished, quenched like a wick:

18 Do not remember the former things

Or consider the things of old. 

19 I am about to do a new thing;

Now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?

I will make a way in the wilderness

And rivers in the desert 

20 The wild animals will honour me
The jackals and the ostriches;

For I give water in the wilderness

Rivers in the desert,

To give drink to my chosen people

21 The people whom I formed for myself

So that they might declare my praise
When I was Moderator, I was often asked to take part in anniversary services, celebrating 50, 100, or even 400 years since a church was founded. They were always positive occasions and, naturally, the history of the church was very much to the fore. It was often celebrated in a Flower Festival, with beautifully creative displays marking key moments in the congregation’s past. Photographs of the flower arrangements would be collected into a calendar, to be sold for church funds, along with a specially commissioned history of the church. But generally, by the time the anniversary itself came round, people were ready to move on and look to what the future held for them. 

So this was an ideal Bible reading for these services. It acknowledged God’s faithfulness in the past, but liberated them from the shadow of that past. It was easy in these days when the church is facing difficult changes and challenges for congregations to be even more conscious of the empty pews, or the reduced influence of the church in society when they were contemplating the glories of their own, local past. That past could easily become a reproach and could highlight what can be seen as a lack of energy, or commitment, or faithfulness in today’s church. 

But this passage presents God as endlessly innovative in his faithfulness, unconstrained by past triumphs but shaping his actions to the needs of the present. This God doesn’t cut and paste his previous solutions. He’s endlessly fresh and creative. He’s the God for today’s bewildering times. 

So, let’s see what the bewildering times were in which this passage was written. 

It’s widely accepted that this section of the book of Isaiah was written around 540BC, at the time when the elite of Israel had been taken to Babylon and had been living in exile for some 50 or 60 years. The fall of Jerusalem hung heavily on their consciences and the early part of Isaiah keeps up a litany of accusation, for which the Babylonian exile is seen as punishment. But from chapter 40, the tone changes to one of comfort, hope and forgiveness. 

Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins
Forgiveness is at hand, and so is liberation. Talk of a highway in the desert follows, a path along which God’s people will be led triumphantly back to Jerusalem. The people may still be unreliable, as transitory in their repentance as grass, but God is gracious and is resolved to redeem his people. 

So the new thing in verse 19 is not just any new initiative, like a politician’s crowd pleaser. This is historic. It is nothing less than the restoration of the people of Israel to their home in Jerusalem. Just as they had been brought out of Egypt, when a path appeared in the Red Sea and Egypt’s horses and chariots were swallowed up, so they will again be delivered out of captivity. 

But, to each crisis, its own solution. This Babylonian empire has to be addressed in its own terms, not in the same terms as the empire of Egypt. And that means that God’s new action is indeed radical. 

The Babylonian empire was in bad shape. Nebuchadnezzar had died in 562BC and had been succeeded by Nabonidus, who was a weak and negligent ruler, so that the empire was crumbling. Standing in the wings, was Cyrus, king of Persia, who was rapidly expanding his own kingdom, and in 539BC, he took over Babylon, apparently without bloodshed. His policy was generous to minority groups and he allowed the Israelites to practise their religion and to return to Jerusalem.

So God’s new thing was to call on Cyrus, from outside his chosen people, to restore their religious freedom and to send them home. Israel was to be saved by a non-Jew. And Cyrus’ historic role is recognised. In Chapter 45, he is addressed as the Lord’s anointed, the Messiah, terms which had previously been reserved for Jewish kings. Once more, but with unbelievable drama, God has chosen someone unexpected, someone previously denigrated, to be the bearer of salvation and his chosen instrument. 
So goes the story that Isaiah spins. But let’s look a bit more closely at what the prophet is doing, as well as saying. 

If the dates are right, this passage was indeed being written before Cyrus invaded Babylon, but only just. It must have been a time of high anxiety for everyone in Babylon, as they watched the advance of the Persian king and recognised their own vulnerability. In fact, Isaiah predicts that there will be bloodshed at the moment of occupation, although the historical accounts indicate that this did not happen. So, he is preparing his audience emotionally to cope with the historic events that are about to happen. And throughout the exile, the prophets had been nurturing Israel’s distinctiveness, ensuring that they understood their particular history, expressing it in imaginative liturgical form, making sure that they were not psychologically swallowed up by the surrounding culture. This meant that, when the opportunity to return to Jerusalem presented itself, they were ready to make the break and resume their destiny.  

Managing that readiness, however, isn’t simple. The Isaiah who, in this passage urges his audience, “Do not remember the former things”, is the same Isaiah who, in chapter 51 urges them

Look to the rock from which you were hewn

And to the quarry from which you were dug

Look to Abraham your father 

And to Sarah who bore you

The trick is to see our heritage as a resource for the present and for the future, rather than as a blueprint for it. I’m sure we can all see examples of where our churches lose sight of the roots and the distinctiveness of the perspectives they take on current issues and are the poorer for it. We can also identify elements in our churches that are so determined to cling to the models and the answers that have served us well in the past that they cannot cope with the challenges of today. But how do we make the judgment of how to balance these tendencies? Yes, the church is supposed to be counter-cultural. Yes, the church has to be aware of its distinctiveness. But hanging on to the past and calling it a counter culture isn’t the answer. 
So, following Isaiah, how do we nurture a readiness in our churches for the opportunities that God will offer us? This is an important feature of church leadership. 
The challenge of Isaiah’s time was obvious. His people were captive in Babylon, alienated from their home and confused about their identity. And these are the circumstances of hordes of people today. Migration and the consequent dislocation of identity is increasingly the lot of vast numbers of our neighbours. 2010 is the Year of European Churches Responding to Migration, a call to our churches to get to grips with the pastoral needs of migrants on our doorstep and in our church, as well as facing up to the political barriers that we put in place that prevent their flourishing. 
This is indeed prophetic work, whereby the church discerns trends in our common life, raises awareness about them and explores practical and faithful responses to them. Yesterday, as well as looking at migration, we also explored other themes in which the Christian perspective is strong – climate change, with its particular call on our respect for creation; poverty and wealth, an eternal challenge given fresh sharpness in today’s recession; the falling away of faith in a secularised world; and the persistent claim to be peacemakers in the face of a violent culture. Where is the way in the wilderness or the rivers in the desert (verse 19) that our faith points to as a distinctive response to these pressing questions?

Today we pick up another defining issue of our day – the way we relate to people of other faiths and the way this helps us to see dimensions of our own Christianity. In some ways, the issues are similar to those of migration, or secularisation, or poverty, because they pit one culture against another. We’re back to trying to look at the world through other people’s eyes, sifting through the things we have in common and those that are different, reassessing our own identity and looking for action points. 

But there are interesting differences here. First, of course, there’s the obvious one that, in considering inter-faith relations, we have to deal with differences that touch people not just at the level of social organisation or lifestyle choices but deep in the heart of their being, in beliefs about which they are just as passionate as we are. These dialogues are often very specialised affairs and can sometimes miss the human dimension of understanding what a life of faith looks like in our different faith traditions. 

But there’s another dimension of the inter-faith debate that touches on our Isaiah passage. And that relates to questions of cultural dominance. In most cases, inter-faith dialogue takes place between cultures that are socially unequal. There’s all the difference in the world between being part of the group that calls the shots in society and trying to hold on to an identity that is in the minority. Minority groups are far more conscious of what makes them special than the majority, whose assumptions and expectations continually go with the grain of their experience.  
Walter Brueggemann makes an intriguing connection between Old Testament history and our current situation, through the concept of empire. The people of Israel were a minority group in four different empires, those of Egypt, Assyria, Babylon and Persia. They experienced the totalising pressure of empire that threatens to swamp what is particular about a small community. Empires generally don’t allow for alternative voices, alternative values, alternative Gods. And so the Old Testament story is one of clinging on to traditions and identities under the threat of being swallowed up by a dominant mono-culture.

Does this sound familiar? Mary Grey is an English theologian who has spent a lot of time in Rajasthan. She has written movingly of how the global Coco Cola culture has robbed people there of their dreams. There and elsewhere. In Brueggemann’s terms, we are in the grip of a global commercial culture, which persuasively dictates to us what we will want and what we will value and makes it difficult for people to dream different dreams. Dreaming a different dream is one of the tasks of religion – resisting the deadening predictions of the end of history, or of the inevitability of disaster of one form or another. And, in today’s churches, we see these dreams being dreamed as people hold on to possibilities that are not dictated by the market or by a strong political elite. 

But our inter-faith debate puts an extra twist on this. We see through the eyes of our Muslim compatriots the way that Christianity itself was a totalising empire in Europe for many centuries, calling the shots on values and dreams and expectations.
 These times are changing. There is a book by a Scottish social historian, Callum Brown, called The Death of Christian Britain. In it, he documents the passing of a Christian culture that had dominated people’s thinking and way of life unchallenged for 150 years. What is remarkable is how quickly it fell and also how simply it was undermined. There may be a book in your country that tells the same story, because the transformation of church life has been similar, if exceptional, across Northern Europe. 
This story brings to the surface conflicting reactions. When the church has its hands on the levers of power, it is easier to make changes in society that appear to be consistent with Kingdom values, so many Christians mourn the weakening of the church’s influence. Yet a dominant culture is one which quickly becomes stale and tyrannical. The moral hazard for a powerful church is considerable. 
So, perhaps we can welcome the opportunity that we now have, alongside people of other faiths, to recapture some of that dreaming that encapsulates true hope and that is our true calling. What do we dream of? Highways, or streams, or healed lives, or candles.......?
Questions
How do you regard the heritage of your church tradition?  Is it a reproach, a refuge or a resource?

Many Porvoo churches are national churches. How does a member’s Christian identity relate to their national identity?

What dreams do contemporary Christians dream that are different from those of other people of good will?

