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The Readings and the Psalm appointed for today all allude to God’s great power and glory, each piece of Scripture illustrating some manifestation of God’s power. In the Wedding at Cana, Jesus “revealed His glory” by performing His first miracle. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians speaks of God’s revelation through gifts of the Holy Spirit. The psalm is a hymn of praise, acknowledging God’s love, faithfulness, and righteousness.  And, in the lesson from Isaiah, a revelation of God’s grace is presented in God’s vindication of the people of Jerusalem, or Zion as it is so called.

In Isaiah, the prophet is speaking to God’s chosen people. But even as God’s people, they have experienced untold suffering over the preceding 200 years. They were attacked and defeated by other kingdoms; their land, a precious symbol of their worth as a nation had been stripped from them, and ultimately, they were exiled to the foreign land of Babylon. We learn earlier in the Book of Isaiah that the people of Judah, Israel’s Southern Kingdom may well have brought this suffering upon themselves.


First, fearful of being attacked by the Northern Kingdom of Israel, Judah struck a deal with the Assyrians for protection. Isaiah repeatedly implored Judah’s king to defend his kingdom by relying on the Lord, the God of Israel, rather than relying on the Assyrians for protection. After all, the Lord would never allow Jerusalem to be defeated. The king ignored Isaiah’s counsel. About thirty years later, Judah joined in with other vassal states under Assyrian control to revolt against Assyria.  Again, Isaiah warned the king not to participate in the revolt and to trust in the Lord.  Not heeding this warning, King Hezekiah led a revolt against Assyria that backfired, resulting in the ravaging of Judah and the attempted siege of Jerusalem.  Isaiah viewed this as God’s punishment of the king.  And this is where it really gets interesting.
The Assyrians withdrew from their attack before seizing Jerusalem.  Isaiah considered this to be undeniable proof that God would not let Jerusalem fall.
Two hundred or so years later, the Babylonians successfully attacked and destroyed Judah and Jerusalem. Demoralized and defeated, the Israelites were deported to Babylon.  Realizing that God had not protected Jerusalem this time, they began to question whether or not they were still God’s chosen people.  They probably even doubted God’s almighty power over all things.  Isaiah steadfastly proclaims oracle after oracle asserting that God has compassion for God’s people and that the Lord really is THE Lord, the one and only Lord, of all.  Isaiah offers as proof that God will soon free the Israelites from exile and return them to their homeland. He goes so far as to speak of their deliverance in terms of it being even more glorious than the exodus out of Egypt.  I have to think that would be a hard sell to a people who were living in exile, people who continued to live under the dark cloud of captivity.
All of this leads us to today’s lesson from Isaiah as the Israelites’ exile in Babylon is nearing an end.  The Lord speaks through Isaiah, promising that the Israelites will be vindicated from their disgrace.  He uses images of light describing their vindication as “shining out like the dawn” and their “salvation like a burning torch.”  Isaiah proclaims that Jerusalem (or Zion) “shall be called by a new name.”  This is a crucial point because scripture often cites a change in name as a change in one’s status with God.  You may recall in Genesis that God told Abram that his new name would be Abraham as the ancestor of many nations, and his wife Sarai would from then on be named Sarah.

The people of Zion are told that their name will no longer ”be termed Forsaken” and that their land shall no longer “be termed desolate.”  In a magnificent reversal from seeing themselves as forgotten, God’s people will now be called “My Delight Is in Her.”  And the precious land revered by their ancestors that had been left with no one to care for it will now be called “Married.”  Isaiah wants the people to grasp the great significance of these new names so he goes on to repeat that “the Lord delights in you, and your land shall be married.”  
God’s love and undying commitment to the people of Zion is even more intensely described by Isaiah in these words: “For as a young man marries a young woman, so shall your builder marry you, and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice in you.”

The whole story sounds so very romantic.  God rescues the downhearted, victimized by evil oppressors.  It would be a very shallow interpretation to believe Isaiah’s proclamation of God’s revelation of glory was simply that God allowed the Israelites to live happily ever after.  It seems to me that Isaiah had much more in mind.  His earlier oracles that led up to today’s lesson were filled with urgent calls for God’s people to seek forgiveness through penitence and to put their trust in the Lord.  Zion wanted redemption but they did not trust what they had seen and heard and even what they had already learned about the Lord.  Yet here God is again, picking them up off the cold hard ground of despair, brushing them off, wiping away their tears and giving them a kiss on the forehead.  We read these accounts in the Bible and we think that these people must have been the most foolish, the most self-centered, arrogant people in the world.  They were given the Word of God; God made a covenant of trust with them and chose them as God’s very own people whom God would bless throughout all generations.  We say to ourselves, “Those stupid, stupid people.  They squandered the trust that the Lord had in them.  What could they have been thinking?”
But wait a minute.  I believe that we are not so very different from the people that Isaiah begged to place their trust in the Lord.  We too have been given the Word of God.  We, too, have a covenant with God.  But have we asked ourselves lately if we truly place our trust in God?  Have we honored the trust that God has placed in us?  When we consider our dependence upon God as something that we use selectively during times of great concern or crisis, that, my dear people, is not trusting in the Lord.  
Like the people of Zion, we are quite capable of distancing ourselves from God.  We move among the day tending to our tasks not the least bit mindful of God’s presence.  At times, we may even  behave in ways that we know in our hearts we would never, ever do if God were present in the room, even though we profess our faith that God’s Holy Spirit is with us at all times, in all places.  This only disconnects us further from God as we avoid facing up to God in the transparency and vulnerability of prayer.  In effect, we hide from God.  We begin to believe that we are unworthy of the Grace that God has offered to us.  As the prophet implored the Israelites to trust in God, so Jesus through His ministry implores us as His followers to trust in God as though our lives depend on it – because our lives do depend on it. 

Take heart.  All is not to despair, as the Israelites learned, when it comes to God.  From depths of despair so great that God’s own people felt completely unworthy of God’s redemption, God in God’s compassion did indeed bring redemption to the people of Zion.  The lesson uses the image of the unbridled joy of a bridegroom to describe the fervor of God’s rejoicing over Zion.  But the glorious reconciliation that takes place between God and God’s people is just the beginning.  As we all know, there is usually great excitement in the months prior to a wedding. And as exuberant as the excitement might be, the wedding itself is only the beginning.
After the wedding, the marriage commences, and the self-giving begins.  In marriage one does take on the joys the other, and one also takes on the burdens of that person whom he or she has made a covenant with.  And for one to be able to share his or her joys, his or her burdens, his or her triumphs and failures, a marriage has to have at its very foundation trust.  

God has asked each one of us to share a relationship with God so intimate, so trusting that the prophet refers to it as a marriage.  It takes courage to enter into a marriage with another person, and it takes courage beyond all other to enter into a marriage with God.  It takes courage to devote our entire selves to another, it takes courage to admit the mistakes we have made, and it takes immense courage to repent and to ask forgiveness when we have wronged that one with whom we have a covenant.  Perhaps most of all, It takes courage to trust another, whether it be a spouse or God; with every aspect of our life.  
Accepting God’s desire to be married to us, sharing our fears, rejoicing with us, mourning with us, honoring God’s trust in us and placing the entirety of our trust in God is a decision that must never be taken lightly.  A relationship of this nature requires our attention to God in front of us, God behind, God everywhere around us.  It requires an alertness that God be included in our day as though he were our very own shadow cast by the light of Christ that shines to save the world from darkness, a darkness that waits to fall upon us should we stray from our covenant with God.
God rejoices over each one of you.  God even rejoices over me.  Trust God; believe with all your heart in the covenant that God has made with you.  Know that God’s own Holy Spirit is in this room and in every room you enter, present with you as your constant partner in life.  And then, rejoice; for you shall no longer “be termed forsaken… and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you.”
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