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Scripture Reading:: Exodus 3:1-14 (The Inclusive Bible)
The second reading for today comes from Isaiah, but I can tell you now to forget the title of the sermon as printed.  It’s not about that anymore. Sermons have a tendency to drift during the week, and this one did.  They take on a life of their own.

This comes from Isaiah, and there are really three sections of Isaiah.  They are sometimes called First Isaiah, Second Isaiah, and Third Isaiah, and probably, these were different people.  The first Isaiah came to warn Israel to change, or they would fall…not a very popular Isaiah.  The second Isaiah came to comfort Israel after it had fallen into captivity – in its misery there, to keep hope alive.  And the last Isaiah, the one that we’re looking at today, is warning Israel as it gets ready to come back, not to do the same things again – to learn the principles from what has happened.  Those are all three important stages of prophecy, but they are all different.
Hear these words from Isaiah:

But there will be no more gloom for the land that was in anguish.  In the past


God humbled the land of Zebulon and of Nephtali.  But in the future, God 


will bring glory to this road to the sea, this land beyond the Jordan, the Galilee


of the nations (and that could be translated “heathens” – the Goyim)  The


people walking in darkness are seeing a brilliant light.  Upon those who dwell

in a land of deep shadows, light is shining.  God, you have made the nation


greater.  You have brought them abundant joy.  They celebrate in your presence


as with the harvest celebration, or as warriors celebrate when dividing spoils.


For the yoke that burdened them, the weight on their shoulders, the rod of


their oppressors, you have shattered it, as you did at the defeat of Midian.


For every boot that trampled in battle, every cloak that was dragged through


blood, is now used as fuel for fire.  For a child is born to us; a heir is given 


to us, upon whose shoulders dominion will rest.  This one shall be called


Wonderful Counselor, Strength of God, Eternal Protector, Champion of


Peace.  This dominion, this peace will grow without end.  With David’s

throne, the realm sustained with justice and fairness now and forever.  The

zeal of God omnipotent will accomplish it. 
There’s an old story among the Algonquin Indians where a great warrior, who is more powerful than anyone else in the world, comes back after a great victory and finds a little monster – a little blob in the middle of his house.  He calls to his wife, and she says, “Don’t disturb it.  Leave it alone.  You can’t win, I promise you.  I’ve been serving it all day.”
And the warrior comes to full height and says, “But I’m the most powerful warrior in the world.”  So he tells the blob to come over and it doesn’t.  So then he yells at the blob and the blob goes into this high-pitched wail that goes straight into this warrior’s brain and tortures him.  So he realizes he’s not going to win on the yelling competition, so he starts dancing and making faces, and finally the little blob is happy.  The warrior falls in exhaustion.  The blob wins.  The motto of the story, according to Algonquins, is that no champion has ever been born who can hold their own against a baby.  Its kind of a surprise twist in the story.

That’s where we want to start with this passage – with the twist that God, who comes in to save the people will appear in the form of a baby – really twists the message.  The reason its important is because the different Isaiahs that have come along had different types of hopelessness.  When Israel was so powerful that nobody could go up against it, the prophets showed up and said, “Because you are treating people the way you were treated, you’re going to fall.”  And what Israel said was, “No, we are the sacred nation.  We are the strongest nation, we are the best nation and whatever we do has got to be okay.”  (How dare you question our troops?  You know how rulers do.)  You question the military buildup and you’re always blamed for attacking the soldiers themselves.

Well, the people were so incredibly disappointed, because as rulers would begin, they would make all these promises, and it would look like a new day had dawned.  And, kind of like every president that has ever come along, those first couple of speeches are really wonderful, but before long, you realize that you’re hearing “take 44” of the same old song.

Now you can’t fall into helplessness and hopelessness when that realization takes place, but what the prophet is calling all of us to do is to find a deeper hope than what we thought.  And so, what this prophet that we remember as Isaiah calls out is that this nation of heathens, the people in the Northern part of Israel, whom all of the purists of the South had dismissed – he said “They have seen a great light.  Something new has come into the world and is being born there.  God has come to rescue us in the form of a baby.” 
Now you really have to change gears when you think that a baby is going to save the world.

There’s a wonderful sermon by Martin Luther on this particular verse: “To us a child is born.”  Luther was really good at this kind of thing to make it 
come alive.  He said, 
“Earlier today we heard the Christmas story and what it’s about.  Enough 
of that!  Now you will hear how to make use of it.  So we will take up the
words of the prophet.  The holy prophet sings this song:
‘For to us a child is born, to us a child is given.’  
You heard yesterday how this child belongs to us and how we are to receive
the child in order to properly understand the article of faith conceived by the 
Holy Spirit, born of Mary.  We are always to add (and this is the part I’m
lifting up) the phrase ‘to us.’  For whom was Jesus conceived and born?
For us.  For whom did Jesus suffer and die?  For us.  And then he repeats
it…for us, for us, for us.
The key to unlocking scripture is to realize that whatever happened a long time ago is not your business.  You’re not being asked to believe in something from thousands of years ago that you can’t possibly test or prove.  What you’re being asked is to hold this image to your own life and see what suddenly becomes clear that was impossible to understand before.

The idea that a baby is going to save us seems really alien, but if you look in the face of any child, you know there’s something true here.  Not just about Jesus and Bethlehem a long time ago, but when we look in the face of every child, we’re seeing the only hope we have for a sane future.

There are four phrases that are used.  For purposes of time, I’m going to talk about three of them.  Wonderful Counselor – if you remember Handel’s Messiah, then you know what these phrases are going to be, although our non-sexist version made that hard to spot.  Let me go ahead and say it in the sexist form so you’ll recognize it.  Then we’ll reframe it.  Almighty Father, or Everlasting Father and then Prince of Peace.  None of those have anything to do with gender, but that’s the way you’re going to recognize it when you go out from this place into the regular world.  Those three phrases – every one of them contains an irony, almost a contradiction.  It doesn’t show up at once, but it’s very important.  This word, “Wonderful Counselor” in Hebrew, the first part of that is “pele.”  It means “amazing.”  “You can’t talk about it.”  Those are all ways to talk about that word.  So, putting that together with “counselor” – you’re kind of expecting a counselor to be clear and give you direct advice.  Not this counselor.  Amazing, mysterious guidance.  Now isn’t that the wisdom you experience when you look in the face of an infant?  You sort of remember what truth means.  In the days of Israel, people were so clever, they couldn’t be wise.  They manipulated everything.  In our day, we might say that technology has replaced wisdom.  We do it because we can, and we’ve got so many gadgets that we may go extinct.  We’ve got smart bombs and stupid leaders and that’s not a good combination.  And by stupid, I mean, having forgot the face of a child…why we’re doing what we do.
In the ancient world one of the signs of wisdom was the sphinx.  It asks human beings, “Who are you?”  That’s what children are so good at, and you can’t answer the questions, right?  You come up with ways of distracting the child, but the questions are so deep you can’t answer them.  “How do you know that?”  “Why, why are we doing that?”  Wisdom is in those questions and when we become so adult that we stop asking those questions, we go crazy because we forget what truth means and why it’s there.
So the wonderful counselor of a child, the mysterious guidance that’s given a child is to remember the great riddles of life.  I remember Chelsea Roff was in our Preschool, and when she was maybe two years old, you’d hear her going down the hall saying, “What’s that, what’s that, what’s that?”  And that was how we all knew she was going to grow up to be a genius, which she did – brilliant, brilliant, because she was curious about everything.  Thank God, nobody replaced those questions with answers so that she might have stopped thinking and churning.

When we look in the face of the child, it calls us back to that mysterious type of guidance that we can’t lose over time.  You can lose the answers, but you can’t lose the questions if you keep asking them.

The second name that’s given this child is “Everlasting Parent.”  Now, this is actually the same symbol as the virgin birth with a different kind of tweaking to it.  This is “Everlasting Father,” Eternal Mother,” “Virgin Mother.”  It’s eternal nurture – eternal begatting – that when you look at a flower, and you really realize what it is, it’s always blossoming.  It’s never just in one place.  It’s always becoming something else.  When we look at the face of a child, we remember that.  A second cause of hopelessness in Israel was that they had forgotten the value of everything.  Possessions had replaced value.  Might makes right.  If you’ve got it, if you have a possession, then it must be right for you to have it.  Albert Schweitzer said of America that we know the worth of everything and the value of nothing.  We know what things cost, but we don’t know what they’re for.  And that causes a kind of despair.  When we look at the face of a child, it calls us back to that place.
Have you ever been really busy, and had a child bring you back to sanity?  In the early service, they were lighting the candles, and they were reading all this scripture and this child just kept pointing up to the light of the candle.  Yeah, that’s it – to be aware, alert.  That’s the beginning of wisdom.  Have you ever had a child point out a flower and you were walking right by it, or a bee, or mud? Ever had a kid squish in the mud, and you try to stop it at first and then you realized how wonderful that was, too?  There is a wisdom that can only come when we’re fully alive, and children call us back to that.

The third name is called “Prince of Peace,”  maybe “Potentate of Peace.”  But this is a symbol with a contradiction there.  You cannot have a powerful leader and have freedom.  As an American, have you forgotten that?  You cannot have freedom and a powerful leader – contradiction in terms.  And you cannot have a powerful leader and expect to have peace for long.  When you see presidents going around in military garb, or calling themselves “Commander-in-Chief” or saying they’re going to “finish the business in Afghanistan,” for example.  You’re seeing a death-blow, or at least, a knife-stab in what Democracy is all about.
In Israel, militarism replaced courage.  People didn’t have the courage to be decent human beings.  They had to attack everything that moved because they were so afraid.  When I was driving home and back at Thanksgiving, both ways I saw signs saying, “God bless our troops.”  I bless them as people.  I wish them well.  I wish them home, but I had a real sense of being part of an empire.  “God Bless Our Troops…All Over the World.”  “May their feet successfully crush the throats of all the peasants that might rise up against us.”  I thought about getting a bumper sticker that says, “God Bless our Drones.”  “God bless our Guided Missiles.”  

There’s a wonderful scene in The Illiad.  Homer’s been watching this war unfold, and he watches it with complete detachment.  That’s the way of artists.  And he describes what’s happening.  And there’s this wonderful scene where, I think it’s Hector, has this magnificent helmet that all the guys envy.  And he’s starting to say goodbye to his child, and the child is terrified of the armor.  So there’s a tender scene where he takes off the helmet and lays it down so he can be with his child.  If we looked truly into the face of any child, we would renounce war. We would renounce it!  Because there is nothing that eats into their future the way war does.  There’s nothing that destabilizes their future the way war does.  If we realized the fear we are introducing into their lives, we would take our armor off, and have the courage to live a Democracy and to be the example of what freedom means.
Remember the symbol “Got Hope? We’re going to end war.  We’re going to be transparent.”  Remember that?  This reminds me of Woodrow Wilson.  This isn’t the first time this has happened.  How many presidents we have had…44?  So this happened 44 times.  It’s about to happen the 45th time.  I don’t even know who it’s going to be.  I don’t even need to know who it’s going to be.  It’s the system, it’s not the people!  It’s the system that Israel lived in.  It was the idea in their religion that they were better than other people.  That they have a right to go into other countries and play people like chess.  You cannot look at the world that way and be a decent human being for long.  So this wonderful savior, No. 44, has renewed the contract with Blackwater, has just said that he will be renewing some of The Patriot Act.  Whatever comes out of Washington – and I believe we should all be politically involved – and thank you all who worked on the last campaign, but whatever gets to the top of a pile of alligators can’t be something you want to follow.  So whoever winds up the leader in the Senate, or the Congress, you already know some things about them.  I wish to God people would vote on records and not on speeches.  I wish to God!
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