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SUMMARY
Compartmentalization can help us manage conflicting feelings, but integration is the way to go when committing to Christ.

AT A GLANCE
Is Christianity just for Sunday mornings, pancake suppers and choir rehearsals? Or should we tear down the walls of our weekly schedule and use our faith in Christ to meet those in need wherever they are?

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Smartphones and the Smartcross,” February 9, 2020. 

In March 2022, Bonnie Kristian, a columnist at Christianity Today, said in that publication that public reaction to the pandemic had caused her to have a more positive view of social welfare as a means to help the poor. 
That might not sound like a surprising statement, but in her case, it was, because politically, Kristian declares herself to be a libertarian. And libertarianism as a political philosophy advocates only minimal state intervention in the free market and the private lives of citizens. 
Individual freedom is a prime value for libertarians. When it comes to welfare, libertarians generally believe that private charity is a better way to help the poor because, they say, it avoids the shortcomings of government programs and therefore reduces poverty and the number of impoverished people. And that, in turn, libertarians say, benefits all of us.
Thus, for Kristian to declare that she’s taken a more positive view of social welfare as a means to help the poor is, for her, a significant shift in perspective. 
Kristian is also a seminary-educated Christian, and in her article, she included a summary of biblical passages from both testaments that teach that “God cares for the poor and expects his people to do likewise until the redemption of creation is possible.” 
But she goes on to say, “the Bible doesn’t settle how, exactly, Christians should relieve material poverty — especially in a context like ours,” where, she believes, “a midsize welfare state stands willing and able to forestall the extreme privation of other times and places. Scripture doesn’t explicitly answer the question of [the] individual versus government role in alleviating poverty that divides American Christians.”
What led her to go soft on welfare, Kristian said, were views she heard voiced or demonstrated during the pandemic, which caused her to become “pessimistic about whether a nation in which most profess Christianity would act like Christ if given this chance [and] more convinced of our selfishness and oblivion toward the common good.” 
Several things caused her to decide that government welfare wasn’t such a bad idea after all. On the one hand, “Some of the loudest voices touting ‘faith’ as their sole pandemic precaution seemed to have no interest in valuing others and their interests above themselves.” And on the other hand, “Some self-proclaimed protectors of life and health started … dancing on the graves of people who died after critiquing vaccines … or seriously recommending unvaccinated people be denied medical care,” she said.
All of this led Kristian to say: “After surveying two years of pandemic life, plus the growing political bitterness of several years before, I’m no longer confident we’d voluntarily sacrifice our time and funds for one another en masse and long-term in that no-more-welfare hypothetical.”

This is Fasting?!
The ancient prophets of God could have told her as much. And our reading today from Isaiah 58 is a case in point. The members of the post-exilic community in Judah were religious enough. In fact, they regularly fasted as an act of piety. But they also complained that God didn’t give them any credit for their pious actions. The prophet who speaks in this passage tells them why: “Yes, you go without food for a few hours, but you also oppress your workers and squabble with one another. You call that a fast?! No! The fast the Lord wants should result in a loosening of the bonds of injustice, an end to oppression and a sharing of bread with the hungry and shelter with the homeless” (author’s rendition of verses 4-5).
Kristian’s column hit hard because it declared that government welfare is needed because, left to our own devices, not enough of us — including we who identify as followers of Jesus — are sufficiently charitable in the long run to make welfare unnecessary. 
One of the things that makes it hard for middle-class Americans to have much interest in helping the poor is an abiding conviction, sometimes unstated, that the poverty of the poor is their own fault — that if they just had some gumption, they’d pick themselves up by their bootstraps, get a better job, and climb out of their impoverished situation. That may be true for some, but what we often fail to realize is that for many, they have no bootstraps, and poverty is a far more complex issue than can be solved by gumption. That, we suspect, is part of what Jesus meant when he said, “The poor are always with you” (Matthew 26:11). The poor are always there because poverty is a problem with no easy or complete solution. And the jobs available to those with nothing to start with seldom pay enough to break the cycle of poverty. 
What’s more, the poor tend to be invisible to us because they don’t live in our neighborhoods, eat in our restaurants, appear in our television shows or capture our imagination the way the successful, rich and famous do. 

The Disconnect
The prophet was calling out the disconnect that can happen between worshiping God and doing the will of God. The prophet’s audience was keeping the forms of religion but not the substance of it.
Today, this sort of disconnect is often called “compartmentalization.” We allow various aspects of our lives to have their own principles of behavior — principles that sometimes conflict with our values in other areas of our lives. A classic example is a person who openly supports high moral behavior but is cheating on their spouse. Another is the mobster who never misses Mass.
Many of us tend to compartmentalize, often without thinking about it. There are people who work for world peace but allow their broker to invest their funds in armaments companies. There are people who sing in the choir on Sunday but are ruthless in business dealings on Monday. There are environmentalists who drive gas-guzzlers. There are parents who preach healthy living to their children but practice unhealthy habits themselves. There are Christians who say, “God loves everybody” but they still harbor deep prejudice against people of a different color. There are disciples who sing the hymn, “All to Jesus I Surrender,” but who hold a few things back. And we can imagine the prophet’s audience protesting, “This is worship of God and that is life; the same rules don’t apply!” But of course, they do apply in both realms. 
Compartmentalization is a spiritual problem, but it is also a term used in psychiatry. It’s defined as taking things that are properly related and putting them in separate compartments in our minds, so they don’t have to rub up against each other and cause us pain, stress or tension.
In psychiatry, the opposite of compartmentalization is “integration,” which means pulling the various aspects of our lives together so that we are working from the whole picture. 
The word integration comes from the noun “integer,” which is a mathematical term for whole numbers (as opposed to fractions). “Integrity” comes from the same word. The same words can apply to Christianity, too. Recall that Jesus said the great commandment is to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.” In other words, don’t compartmentalize God.
We generally don’t set out to isolate our faith from other facets of our lives. Some of it happens because compartmentalization is a psychological defense mechanism that helps isolate conflicting thoughts and feelings, and thus spares us some emotional pain.
Integration is not nearly as comfortable as compartmentalization. There’s always the chance that something won’t pass muster when we run our behavior at work and play past our spiritual and moral values. That creates internal stress — at least until we resolve the issue by letting Christ fully into the formerly walled-off places.
On the other hand, compartmentalization causes its own kind of discomfort. Some compartments in our lives develop as a result of wrongdoing or because of some issue we do not want to face. We put those matters in a separate room, but we lock it up and put a “no admittance” sign on the door. If wrongdoing is inside, it may be there because we really don’t want to admit that it is wrong. But the secrecy of the room yields guilt, and guilt can spawn symptoms that can upset our lives. 
On balance, whether speaking of our mental, emotional or spiritual health, we are better to tear down the compartment walls. That could also help us when thinking about subjects like welfare and helping the needy. What does our faith in Christ call us to do about that?

A Matter for Prayer
One of our Homiletics writers tells of hearing a public figure making a speech about conservation and the environment. Then he said, “I now call upon the Christian part of myself. …” 
Really? Is Christianity just for a part of ourselves? Perhaps the speaker meant that statement as a transition to acknowledge that some of his views on the environment were shaped by his faith. But taken at face value, it sounds like an awareness of internal compartmentalization. Committing ourselves to Jesus means that we don’t divide ourselves into Christian and non-Christian parts. We operate in a culture that is not expressly Christian, and some of us work in jobs that require honoring the rules of church-state separation, but Christ belongs in each part of us.
In the end, this can be a subject of our prayers, and in that regard, the words of the intensely devotional hymn, “Dear Jesus, in whose life I see,” will serve us well:
Dear Jesus, in whose life I see
All that I would, but fail to be,
Let Thy clear light forever shine,
To shame and guide this life of mine.
Though what I dream and what I do
In my weak days are always two,
Help me, oppressed by things undone,
O Thou whose deeds and dreams were one!
—Stan Purdum and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 112:1-9 (10) 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Horn of Honor. If you’re going to blow your own horn, it might as well be a big one. The “horn” in the psalms probably refers to the horn of an animal. When a horn is lifted up, it is lifted up in pride. This is an attitude the psalmist warns against (see 75:4-5). The horn of an animal, such as the ram’s horn, or shofar, could sometimes be turned into an instrument. Think of some of the horns in a brass band. The largest is the tuba. Or consider the long Swiss alphorn. In any case, the psalmist is tooting a horn in this psalm. He is reveling in the remarkable achievements and qualities of the righteous person. The righteous are so awesome, he says, that “their horn is exalted in honor.” They have a right to toot their own horns or allow someone else to do so on their behalf. Why? Because the righteous “delight” in God’s commandments (v. 1). Their homes are full of “wealth and riches” (v. 3). Yet, “they have distributed freely” this wealth; “they have given [their riches] to the poor” (v. 9). They are “gracious, merciful and righteous” (v. 4).
What Does the Text Say?
What wonderful benefits come to those who revere God enough to take delight in following his ways! Indeed, to “praise the LORD” (v. 1a; hallelu-yah in Hebrew) involves more than heartfelt honor and worship. “Happy” is used 28 times in Psalms. The Septuagint Greek translates it as makarioV, the same word that NT Greek uses for Jesus’ Beatitudes in Matthew 5:3 ff. — “Blessed are. …” To fear the Lord characteristically means to revere God or to hold him in awe and to obey God by following his commandments. Following God’s torah (law or instruction) was part of keeping covenant with God; many people took delight in obeying God’s commandments, which they understood as a gift to Israel. Verses 2-9 describe the benefits, blessings, well-being and enduring nature of those righteous people who are happily following God’s commandments. Verse 10 describes the woeful contrast of the wicked who melt away and whose desires come to nothing. Verses 2-3 promise material benefits (“wealth and riches”) for both the righteous ones who follow God’s commandments and their descendants. Verses 4-9 further describe what life is like for the blessed righteous who follow God’s ways. Verses 6-8, in particular, describe the secure life of the righteous. They will not be moved.

1 Corinthians 2:1-12 (13-16) 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Different Kind of Wisdom. The apostle James speaks of two types of wisdom: the wisdom that is from above and the wisdom that is “earthly, unspiritual, devilish” (James 3:15). There’s the “wisdom of Solomon,” the “wisdom of the world” and the wisdom of a person who is “wise in their own eyes” (Isaiah 5:21). There’s wisdom as humility (Socrates); wisdom as knowledge; theoretical wisdom and practical wisdom (Aristotle); and wisdom as rationality. The sermon today is about wisdom, but a different kind of wisdom — God’s wisdom. “We do speak wisdom, though it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age” (v. 6). It is a wisdom that is “secret and hidden” (v. 7). The question then is: “How does one acquire this wisdom?” The answer that arises obviously from the text is through the Spirit of God. Just as human beings best understand what it means to be human, “so also no one comprehends what is truly God’s except the Spirit of God” (v. 11). Yet, how can we be sure that we understand the Spirit’s counsel? Paul suggests that this wisdom comes from a thorough and deep study and knowledge of Jesus Christ. When Paul went to Corinth, what was the focus of his preaching? Jesus Christ “and him crucified” (v. 2). If we get deep into Jesus Christ, we can more safely make the claim to understand the wisdom of God. Paul, in fact, says that he “has the mind of Christ” (v. 16).
What Does the Text Say?
In this passage, Paul further develops his assertions about the cross, which he initially set out in 1:18-31. He differentiates his message from Greek wisdom in terms of both its content and its manner of delivery. In short, Paul’s rhetoric isn’t impressive when compared to classic Greek oratory. Even so, Paul doesn’t want the Corinthians to conclude that his message is deficient. Rather than lacking wisdom, he proclaims a different wisdom, but “not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are doomed to perish.” Furthermore, Paul declares “God’s wisdom, secret and hidden … [which] none of the rulers of this age understood” (vv. 6-8). Paul also asserts that God’s wisdom, which “no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart conceived,” has been “revealed to us through the Spirit” (vv. 9-10). For that reason, Paul avows that we “understand the gifts bestowed on us by God,” interpret spiritual things and “have the mind of Christ” (vv. 12-13, 16). In other words, only by God’s power and Spirit do “those who are called” comprehend “what God has prepared for those who love him” (1:24; 2:9b). Therefore, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord” (1:31).

Matthew 5:13-20 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Two Metaphors and a Moral. The two metaphors are salt and light. These fairly scream at the preacher to offer some visual aids, screen shots or stories. Easy peasy. Unless you’re a first-year preacher, you’ve been to this text before. After fiddling around, homiletically speaking, with salt and light, move right to the heart of all this: the law and the prophets. If we break God’s law — which Jesus did not come to abolish — we cannot be either salt or light. “Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (v. 19). Want to be salt and light? Keep God’s commandments.
What Does the Text Say?
This lectionary reading from the Sermon on the Mount contains two primary emphases: the impact that Jesus’ followers are to have on the world (vv. 13-17) and their relationship to “the law” and “the prophets” that preceded his ministry (vv. 17-20). Of the two metaphors used to describe the disciples’ impact in the world, the first is joined with a warning about accountability. The image of “salt” is somewhat ambiguous as to the quality it is to represent in the disciples. Do they fulfill primarily a preservative function within the world, or are they present to improve the quality of the experience of life (as the reference to salt that “has lost its taste” might suggest)? What is clear is that failure to fulfill that purpose places the disciples at risk of losing their place in the coming realm of God’s reign. The image of “light” that cannot and must not be hidden emphasizes that the disciples’ purpose is to further the awareness about what God is doing in the world through them. This work must be seen as a continuation of what God has already been doing rather than a repudiation of either God’s work in the past or the servants who have preceded them. The very force of the challenge that the disciples’ righteousness must exceed that of “the scribes and Pharisees” is only maintained by recognizing the righteousness that the scribes and Pharisees are demonstrating before the world. Nevertheless, if the “kingdom of heaven” was going to be fully manifest as a “light” shining in a darkened world, then even more righteousness among people will be needed to improve the quality of life and preserve it in accord with God’s intentions.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Bonnie Kristian included this summary of biblical passages in her Christianity Today article regarding God’s care for the poor and his expectation that we do likewise: 
“Israel was commanded to be generous to the poor (Deuteronomy 15:10-11); Job cites sympathy for the poor as proof of righteousness (30:25); the Psalms praise God as a defender of the poor (e.g., 12:5; 14:6). ‘Whoever oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker,’ says Proverbs 14:31, ‘but whoever is kind to the needy honors God.’ The prophets condemn ‘grinding the face of the poor,’ as God says in Isaiah 3:15, and God’s victory over evil will bring plenty for the poor (e.g., Isaiah 14:30).
“By Luke’s account, Jesus began his ministry by announcing ‘good news to the poor’ (4:14-30), and he reiterated commands of generosity, both explicitly (Matthew 25:31-46) and in broader words (Matthew 7:12). The church in Jerusalem kept a common purse and ‘sold property and possessions to give to anyone who had need’ (Acts 2:42-47), and Christian responsibility to the poor is an assumption running through the Epistles (e.g., Romans 15:26; Galatians 2:10; James 2:1-6). Scripture’s final vision of a rescued Earth is one of abundance (Revelation 21:1-4; 22:1-4).”

##

If you don’t stick to your values when they’re being tested, they’re not values. They’re hobbies.
—Jon Stewart

##

Mark 14:7
For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish; but you will not always have me. (For context, read Mark 14:3-9.)
This text is often quoted out of context, sometimes as a way of saying that since Jesus said we’d always have the poor with us, we probably can’t do much about the problem of poverty, so we ought to leave well enough alone and tend to religious things. It can even be quoted to suggest that Jesus intends for some people to be poor.
But in this text, Jesus is paraphrasing Moses in Deuteronomy 15:11: “Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, ‘Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.’” And Moses’ words are part of a larger passage that says when the people come into their land, they must recognize that everything they have comes from God and thus, they have an obligation to take care of the poor among them.
—“Journalist Who Is Both Christian and Libertarian Rethinks Social Welfare,” The Wired Word, April 10, 2022, TheWiredWord.com.

##

Funny word, integrity. It comes from the word “integer,” as in a numeral. It is related to such words as “integral” and “integration.”
What does “integrity” really mean? It means “one.” As in: being one person, being whole, being who you are in all circumstances. The Hebrew phrase tocho k’voro comes to mind — what is inside is what is outside. It is why the ancient ark in the Tabernacle was covered with gold both on the outside and on the inside.
We can understand why there might be gold on the outside, but why on the inside? The Talmud (Yoma 72) says: A person’s outward appearance should be like their inside nature. In other words, be real. …
[The Hebrew word for “integrity” is] yoshrah. It comes from the word yashar — to be straight, upright, honest. The word is even found in the name of the Jewish people — Yisrael, yashar-el — the one who tries to be upright and honest before God.
—Jeffrey Salkin, “It’s Cheney-mania!” Religion News Service, August 24, 2022.
https://religionnews.com/2022/08/24/liz-cheney/.
Retrieved August 25, 2022.

##

When something is well built, we say it has structural integrity. So, in an earthquake, the building with excellent structural integrity survives. When something physically collapses, we say it didn’t have the integrity to withstand the impact.
All of this springs from the original Latin root of integrity, which means ‘intact.’ Can you withstand the crisis intact? …
While there are many things that compromise our integrity, here are five signs that show your integrity is in question:
1. It’s all about you.
You can say it’s about God. You can say it’s about others. But only you and God know your heart. … If it’s all about you, you won’t go the distance. Or you will, but you’ll hurt a lot of people in the process. …
2. Your self-esteem rises and falls with the opinion of others.
A secure leader can see the right way and lead people there through tough conditions. An insecure leader will bend with every change in public opinion. This means you’re not actually leading anyone, not even yourself.
3. You’re hiding things.
You shouldn’t be telling everyone everything (that’s not healthy) — but someone needs to know everything. If you’re keeping secrets, you’re heading for a fall. …
4. You fail to do what you said you were going to do.
This isn’t just about keeping promises; it’s about keeping your word in everything. Better to say nothing and surprise someone by delivering than blurt out an intention you can’t fulfill. … A fairly easy way to address this is to say less and deliver more. …
5. You make too many compromises.
Leadership is not about getting everyone to like you or about finding the easiest path. It’s about discerning the best way forward. It’s about getting people to go where they wouldn’t go if it wasn’t for leadership.
—Carey Nieuwhof, “5 Signs You Lack Integrity,” CareyNieuwhof.com.
https://careynieuwhof.com/5-signs-you-lack-integrity/.
Retrieved August 25, 2022.

##

When we begin to discover and to drop the barriers and fears which prevent us from being ourselves and which prevent the life of the Holy Spirit from flowing through us, we become more simple. Simplicity is no more and no less than being ourselves, knowing that we are loved. It is knowing that we are accepted, with our qualities, our flaws and as we are in the depths of our being. Simplicity is letting the love and the light of God flow and shine through us.
—Jean Vanier, Community and Growth: Our Pilgrimage Together, transl. Ann Shearer, (Paulist, 1989), 58.

##

Who steals my purse steals trash —
’tis something–nothing,
’Twas mine, ’tis his, and has been slave to thousands —
But he that filches from me my good name
Robs me of that which not enriches him
And makes me poor indeed.
—William Shakespeare, Othello, Act 3, Scene 3, 159–164; lines spoken by Iago.

##

COMMENTARY 
Isaiah 58:1-9a (9b-12)
Part of the third and final major section of the book of Isaiah (chapters 56-66, sometimes referred to as Third Isaiah), Isaiah 58:1-12 contains one of the several admonitions to the people of Israel (specifically to the people of the southern kingdom of Judah) that make up the closing chapters of this important prophetic collection. The admonition issued by the prophet is a warning against religious fetishism: an exaggerated devotion to the mechanics of worship while ignoring the ethical substance of the religion the worship dramatizes.
Today’s passage, like most of the book of Isaiah, is ancient Hebrew poetry, consisting usually of two short thought-units of a few syllables each (a stich), arranged in synonymous parallelism. Although this structure pervades many of the prophetic and wisdom books of the Old Testament, the form in our passage avoids monotony by employing structural variation. For example, verse 1 might be diagrammed poetically as follows:
v. 1a: Shout out, (A) do not hold back! (B)
Lift up your voice (A’) like a trumpet! (C)
v. 1b: Announce to my people (A) their rebellion, (B)
to the house of Jacob (A’) their sins (B’).
The prophet is commanded to announce to the exiles who have returned from Babylonian captivity after 539 B.C.E. that they have succumbed to mixing true and false worship.
Referring to the people of Judah as “the house of Jacob” (v. 1b) is a favorite expression in the book of Isaiah (occurring in some nine of the 21 occurrences of the expression in the Hebrew Bible). The designation is rare outside prophetic writings.
The prophet is summoned to call the people’s attention to the fact that they are superficially religiously observant while substantively wicked: “Yet day after day they seek me and delight to know my ways” (v. 2a). The poet may be speaking literally of the daily cultic activities of religious functionaries by referring to the seeking of God “day after day,” or the expression may be poetic license meaning continually (on regular worship occasions).
The seeking of God may refer to the attempt, widespread throughout the ancient Near East and including Israel, to discern a god’s will/the future through divination. In Israel, most forms of divination (astrology, extispicy [examining the entrails of sacrificed animals], necromancy [consultation with the dead], etc.) were officially condemned as idolatrous. The main exception to this policy was the practice of cleromancy, the casting of the sacred lots Urim and Thummim (e.g., Exodus 28:30; Numbers 27:12-23; Deuteronomy 33:8). The sacred lots provided answers to a variety of questions, apparently only in a binary yes-no fashion. The interpretation of signs and dreams (oneiromancy) as portents of the divine will were tolerated in Israel, but official Yahwism sanctioned direct revelation, especially to prophets, as the principal means of divine-human communication.
The declaration that the people of Judah “delight to know” God’s ways (v. 2a) suggests a kind of superficial religious fetishism. There can be little doubt that religious practice in postexilic Israel, no less than in any other culture, was attractive to many people, and satisfied as many needs for them as religious practice satisfies for people now. A perennial risk of all religious observance is that it becomes not merely perfunctory but seductive, and the ritual, drama and social standing associated with postexilic Yahwism may have satisfied many psychological, emotional and social needs that were wholly or in part unrelated to individual and social righteousness. The prophet’s denunciation of the people’s delight in “knowing” God’s ways suggests that such knowledge was, at best, superficial sophistry and deeply contradictory of what true knowledge in the biblical idiom meant.
The prophet does not denounce cult in favor of individual and social righteousness, but only the Israelites’ devotion to ritual “as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness” (v. 2b). The prophetic understanding of the relation between sacred and secular behavior was that they are complementary, not merely appositional. There is no advocacy in biblical writings, even in the wisdom tradition, of an ethical system devoid of theological mooring or religious practice. The nation that practices righteousness also, in the prophetic idiom, practices religion. The widespread modern notion of “spirituality” apart from religion is unknown in the Bible.
The “ordinance of their God” (v. 2b), in the singular, is an unusual expression, denoting the totality of religious prescription. The word ordinance ordinarily occurs in the plural in the biblical text (some 95 times), mainly in priestly writings, and the singular form occurs most frequently in the expression “perpetual ordinance,” found especially in the book of Exodus (e.g., 12:14, 17, 24). The word ordinance often parallels the word “statute” (e.g., Exodus 15:25; Numbers 27:11; Psalm 81:4) and rarely has the generalized sense conveyed here. This is the only occurrence of the word in the book of Isaiah (it is also uncommon in other prophetic writings) and may reflect the generalizing tendency of Third Isaiah’s language already evident at, for example, 56:1-8, where eunuchs and foreigners represent the several classes of persons excluded from the postexilic cult.
There is some evidence (e.g., Zechariah 7:1-7; 8:18-19) that fasting (v. 3) was a regular part of religious observance during the exilic period, and this passage may indicate that this practice continued into the postexilic community. Ordinarily, fasting (along with the wearing of sackcloth and ashes, v. 5) was exceptional behavior, occasioned by calamity or mourning. The conditions of the exile — the destruction of the temple, the razing of Jerusalem, the people’s separation from the promised land — were certainly understood by many Israelites as grievous and may have been viewed as meriting perpetual fasting. Similarly, the failure of the postexilic community to realize its exilic aspirations and hopes may have encouraged the continuation of this exilic practice. Regardless of its degree of routinization, fasting was a component of postexilic religious practice for which the practitioners expected divine notice.
The criticism of the Israelites’ regular fasting (vv. 3b-5) turns on its actual practice, whatever its motivation. In fact, according to the prophet, the fasting undertaken by the Israelites has degenerated into a form of Israelite self-interest, by providing an opportunity for quarrelsome religious disputation and the exploitation of workers (vv. 3b-4).
We do not know enough of the historical background of the passage to say with confidence what the nature of the quarrels was, but it is easy enough to imagine the sorts of controversies that would arise regarding such a volatile practice (how often, what sustenance, if any, is permitted, what are obligatory accompanying practices, etc.).
Ritual fasting would naturally include the avoidance of work, which would mean that the laborers employed by fasters on a per diem basis would be out of work on their employers’ fast days. Not only would this deprive subsistence laborers of essential income, but it would also result over time in significant savings for those who could afford the luxury of such religious observance. The prophet denounces such hidden motives as corrupting true worship.
Juxtaposed to such regular but hollow piety is the true worship demanded by the Lord’s cult: correcting injustice and providing for the needs of the hungry, homeless and naked (vv. 6-10). Social justice is the end result of proper cultic observance, and the establishment of such justice is the necessary precondition for Israel’s flourishing as the Lord’s people (v. 9). Not only will Israel’s “light … rise in the darkness” for other nations to witness and emulate (v. 10b), but the generation that establishes a social order based on a proper understanding of the cult will be remembered by its descendants as “the repairer of the breach, the restorer of streets to live in” (v. 12). The message of hope that concludes this prophetic admonition is that the very thing that the people of Judah seek from the Lord through cultic propitiation is the very thing that will come to them when they practice the substance and not merely the form of their religion.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Isaiah 58:1-9a (9b-12)
“If someone says that it is raining intermittently, what does that mean?” It means that it is not a steady rain but rather raining and then not raining. It’s raining off and on. Ask the children: “What does it mean to go on a diet?” It means to cut down on how much we eat and what we eat so that we can lose weight or be healthier. Some people go on diets and then go off of them and then back on them again. Our bodies hardly know what to think when this happens! Diets like this may be popular for a while and then they go out of style, like a fashion fad. A diet, like our faith, is something that must be consistent. For example, good Christians follow the Ten Commandments. But if we say bad words or cheat or steal, we are not really being a good person, are we? A person who follows Jesus tries to be good every day. Yes, we will make mistakes. Everyone does. But, for the most part, we are not on-and-off Christians, are we? Unlike some diets, following Jesus is not an off-again and on-again way of life. Following Jesus means to always be the kind of people Jesus would want us to be. Close with a prayer: “Dear God, we admit that it is not always easy to be a Christian. Help us, we pray, to be an on-again follower of Jesus. Amen.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: God’s eternal interest and commitment to us is at times hard to fathom.
People: Not only to be predestined, adopted and redeemed, but forgiven as well!
Leader: The lavishness of God’s love and the tenacity of God’s tenderness are both a mystery and a sacred blessing unto us.
People: May our lives as well as our worship be as a praise to the glory of God’s grace, that all the world would see in us the artistry of God’s holy hand. Amen.

Prayers — General
Faithful God, we seek your favor upon all believers this day who have considered the cost and yet reaffirm their commitment to follow Christ, to seek your will, and to serve you all the days of their lives. May they live in your Spirit and be guided by the power of the Spirit, that they may grow in wisdom and understanding, knowledge and counsel, faith and love. Through Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, to whom we give honor and glory forever. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Eternal God, 
Grant us the grace to see your vision of blessings for all your children; 
Give us the hope to make your vision real in your world; 
Provide us with love that knows no limits, least of all the boundaries of poverty, sickness or death; 
And may our lives reflect your vision in ways beyond our imagining, all in Jesus’ name.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Splendor of God’s Glory Bright
For the Fruits of His Creation
Holy Spirit, Truth Divine
Worship and Praise* 
Give Thanks (Moen)
I Surrender (Hillsong Worship)
You Have My Yes (George, Raine)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fifth Sunday After Epiphany, Cycle A
Isaiah 58:1-9a (9b-12)
Psalm 112:1-9 (10)
1 Corinthians 2:1-12 (13-16)
Matthew 5:13-20
