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Why do we never listen?

In the Gospel reading for last week we heard Jesus say, “A prophet is never welcomed in his home town.” This week we hear the prophet Isaiah saying that his calling was to proclaim God’s word in spite of the fact that the people will not take any notice of him. The calling of a prophet seems doomed to frustration. Isaiah finds this puzzling so he says how long will this go on? How long do I have to go on calling upon your people to listen to your word while they keep ignoring you? God’s answer is “Until the cities are ruined and empty – until the houses are uninhabited – until the land itself is a desolate wasteland.” Sadly even though God called Isaiah, Jeremiah and the other prophets to try to convince his people to listen to him, God seems to have been terribly realistic, knowing that the sinfulness and stubbornness of his people would mean that they would probably not take any notice until it was too late.
Has our time come?

Despite the voices of the scriptures which show us that our calling as humans made in the image of God is to have dominion over the earth, to care for it and rule it as God’s servants; despite the voices of the environmentalist and scientists who have been warning us since I was a child that there are signs that our way of living is ruining our world; despite the stories of the “old timers” who tell us what it was like when they were children and how the weather has changed. The vast majority of us took no notice. Like the people of Isaiah’s day we listen to those who tell us what we want to hear rather than the prophet who suggests we need to change our ways; like the leaders of Jeremiah’s day our leaders assure us there is nothing to worry about from this prophet of doom. In the words of Isaiah our “minds were dull, our ears deaf, our eyes blind so that we cannot hear, see or understand.” We keep on living as we please, only concerned with what makes us happy and gives us a sense of security. How long will this go on? “Until the cities are ruined and empty – until the houses are uninhabited – until the land itself is a desolate wasteland.”
This is an immediate issue about which it would be great if we as churches could join and offer the sort of leadership that would help our world reflect upon the nature of God and our place in it. I believe that the Christian Church should be leaders on this issue of caring for the planet, not simply running behind saying, “me too, me too.” The Christian Church’s motivation should be that we whom God created in his own image were given responsibility for being the stewards of this creation of God’s. We were to rule the earth on God’s behalf. We are therefore answerable to God for the state of the planet, rather than do as we please then plead for God to fix our mistake.

The issues we have been discussing together about how we can relate with one another and how we can find agreement with one another so that we re-discover the unity that we have in Christ are of little or no interest to those beyond the church. The numbers of people outside the church is growing and our numbers are declining. If we wait until we have resolved these internal issues before we stand together and help our world hear the warnings of God and the call of God to a new way of living, we will have failed in our prophetic role of pointing out the foolishness of our way of life and the better plan that God lays before us all.
When Jesus called his disciples he said that they would become fishers of people. Their task was to draw people into the fold, the reign of God. To make the reign of God real in their midst.
The classic formula for this mission was that the Church was to be the signpost, sacrament and instrument of the reign of God.  That is we were to be the ones who pointed people to Jesus Christ, we were to be the sort of community that offered a foretaste of the reign of God and we were supposed to be the ones who acted to make that reign real here and now.

In the Basis of Union of The Uniting Church in Australia, we used the formula of worship, witness and service.

I look at the history of our Uniting Church in Australia. We used to stand tall and speak to our nation about the issues that impacted the lives of people, especially the most vulnerable. We began this threefold mission with great confidence. However in recent years we have been so busy with our own internal struggles that we have lost our voice. The things that we spend so much time arguing about among ourselves seem irrelevant to those who are searching for help, hope and home.
God called Isaiah at a critical time for the nation’s life. We too are being called to discover fresh expressions of our shared life at a critical time for our world. 
As the influence of Christianity has diminished in the west, so western society has had to find some other motivation, some other values base. The two things that have replaced the Christian faith and the desire to be good stewards of God’s world have been personal peace and affluence. Any scientific discovery that makes people happier or wealthier has more chance of being developed and embraced that something that will make the world a better place for all people.

At an individual level we came to believe that we ought to be able to do whatever we wanted if it made us happy, and we were sure that if we were more affluent we would be happier. So personal morality died as people did whatever they liked, and the endless drive for higher personal incomes and greater profits sought to fill the void that lurked within the human soul. Even the gospel of Jesus Christ has been distorted by these two forces. There are thousands of books being produced showing Christians how to be more beautiful, happier, and wealthier. God, we are told wants us to have all these things.

We need to explore God’s Word, to hear what God would say in our current situation. We can only help our society with climate change, with societal breakdown, with the chaos we see all around us, if we are willing to break out of the cultural values that have squeezed us into the world’s mould and allow God to shape our thinking and guide our actions. We need also to be able to hold in tension the need to address the sort of questions we have been discussing these last two days, alongside our common calling to be fishers of people, to be the prophetic voice, to proclaim Jesus Christ through his death and resurrection. 

Paul tells us that he was called to preach Jesus crucified and risen and that we must stand firm in that faith.
The things that have divided us for so long, have also weakened our capacity to make the gospel of Christ known. We don’t seek unity that we might be bigger and stronger, but that our unity might make Christ known.

I am convinced that we need to do the hard work of looking for the way that God would re-unite us, but I also believe that the path to this unity may be found as we stand together in mission and in the evangelical task of speaking the truth to our society and world. We know that the issues that divide us are important to our individual expressions of faithfulness to God’s discerned call on our lives and communities. However the task of being signpost, sacrament and instrument of the reign of God is a much higher calling and one that we all would hold as a divine call.
Let’s not relive the mistake of the people of Isaiah’s day with our self-preoccupation.

Make the mind of this people dull, 
and stop their ears, 
and shut their eyes, 
so that they may not look with their eyes, 
and listen with their ears, 
and comprehend with their minds, 
and turn and be healed.” 
11     Then I said, “How long, O Lord?” And he said: 
“Until cities lie waste 
without inhabitant, 
and houses without people, 
and the land is utterly desolate; 
12     until the Lord sends everyone far away, 
and vast is the emptiness in the midst of the land. 
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