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Isaiah 50:4-9a
Let Us Stand Up Together
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COMMUNITY
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SUMMARY
Twenty years after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, we need to face our challenges as united Christians alongside other people of faith in a truly United States of America. But how do we do this?

AT A GLANCE
The anniversary of 9/11 is a time to grasp our mission in the world and cooperate with God. We are always stronger together than we are as isolated individuals, and we take a stand for God when we build bridges in the wider community. God will help us get there — if we allow it.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s second reading, see “Good Gossip,” September 13, 2009. 

Some anniversaries are joyful occasions, but not this one.
Twenty years ago, on September 11, 2001, al-Qaeda terrorists took control of four passenger airliners. Two were flown into the towers of the World Trade Center in New York City. A third was crashed into the Pentagon. And the fourth was heading toward Washington, D.C., but crashed in a Pennsylvania field when passengers bravely overwhelmed the terrorists.
Almost 3,000 people died, 25,000 were injured, and many others suffered long-term health problems.
9/11 stands as the deadliest terrorist attack in recent history.
In response, the United States launched a War on Terror and invaded Afghanistan to overthrow the Taliban. This group had been protecting al-Qaeda terrorists and refusing to hand over Osama bin Laden, who took responsibility for the attacks. After 10 long years, bin Laden was located in Pakistan and killed in a U.S. raid.
So how did 9/11 affect us?

United We Stand
The act of terrorism was like the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in that it drew Americans together in the face of a common enemy. The motto “United We Stand” appeared everywhere. Flags were flown, and churches were packed. Muslim organizations quickly condemned the attacks, and President Bush made an appearance at an Islamic Center in Washington, D.C. He spoke of the valuable contributions that Muslims made to the United States every day, and called for them to be treated with respect. Partisan differences were put aside, and the government restructured itself in a number of ways, including the creation of the Department of Homeland Security.
September 11 was a day of horror, but it pulled Americans together in a beautiful way.
The prophet Isaiah has words that are appropriate for this anniversary. They not only take us back to 2001, but they point us to the future and lay a challenge before us. “The Lord God helps me,” says Isaiah; “therefore I have not been disgraced; therefore I have set my face like flint, and I know that I shall not be put to shame” (Isaiah 50:7). These words matched the attitude of our country in the days after 9/11. We turned to God for help, and we found that God upheld us. We showed unity and resolve, setting our faces “like flint” on the challenges of national security and respect for our brothers and sisters.
We were not disgraced, and for that we can be thankful. But the challenges of 2001 are not behind us. If anything, they are bigger than ever.

How Can Christians Stand Together with Other People of Faith?
“Who will contend with me?” asks Isaiah (v. 8). After 9/11, the answer was al-Qaeda. But today, our greatest threat is domestic terrorism. The people who attacked the Capitol earlier this year were extremists from our own country. 
The challenge before us, 20 years after 9/11, is to “stand up together” (v. 8). We need to face our challenges as united Christians alongside other people of faith in a truly United States of America. But how do we do this? How do we overcome our polarization and stand together again, as we did after September 11, 2001?
The first step is to grasp our mission in the world. The prophet Isaiah is talking about a servant when he says, “The Lord GOD has given me the tongue of a teacher” (v. 4). And exactly who is this servant-teacher? Isaiah thought that Israel itself was God’s servant. Later, members of the Christian church saw Jesus as the servant in these words. In either case, the role of the servant is not to be a master who rules but a servant who teaches.
If we are going to follow Jesus, then we need to be such servants as well. As servants of God, we are to be teachers of grace and truth and justice. We are to treat others as we want to be treated, and to see everyone as a child of God, made in the image and likeness of God. We are to lift people up, not knock them down. Help them, not hurt them. Love them, not hate them.
Do you know what Osama bin Laden said soon after the 9/11 attacks? “It has become clear that the West in general and America in particular have an unspeakable hatred for Islam.” That statement was a lie, but it is an ongoing challenge for us to prove that those words remain untrue. In all that we say, we need to use the tongue of a teacher, that we “may know how to sustain the weary with a word” (v. 4).
That’s our mission, according to Isaiah: To teach God’s ways and to “sustain the weary with a word.” To serve a world in need, to encourage the people around us, and to develop relationships that are respectful and honest and open. Islamic extremists reach out to people who are feeling angry, vulnerable and isolated, so our job is to make connections with the least of our brothers and sisters. Isaiah says that God wakens the servant’s ear “to listen as those who are taught” (v. 4), meaning that we servants of God have a lot to learn by listening.
Yes, that’s a good thought, for sure. But the translation of this line offered by the great Bible scholar Brevard Childs is even better: “he wakens my ear to listen like disciples” (v. 4). To “listen like disciples” is the challenge for each of us, isn’t it? Listen to what Jesus is saying to each of us. Listen to what God is saying to us. Listen to what Muslims and Jews and people of other faiths are saying to us. 
Our job is to teach and listen and learn, as we grow into servants of God who are nothing less than “a light to the nations” (49:6). That's our God-given mission in the world.
Next, we are challenged to cooperate with God. “The Lord God has opened my ear,” says the servant in Isaiah, “and I was not rebellious, I did not turn backward” (50:5). God is calling us into a better future, and our challenge is to follow where God is leading. We are being rebellious when we turn around and follow other voices.
Peter Marty is a Lutheran pastor who is concerned about preaching in a time of deep political polarization. He has noticed that many worshipers are ready to assign a political motive to everything a preacher says. Preachers get in trouble for saying too much or too little about Black Lives Matter, about the Capitol invasion, or about the presidencies of Donald Trump and Joe Biden.
In the face of these challenges, Marty tries to preach sermons that help individuals to “meet God or be met by God.” He tries to say things that "reveal Christ’s presence in the world.” Yes, he certainly feels called to reflect on cultural and political events, but he tries to do so in a way that offers new insights and fresh perspectives. He is not interested in lining up with partisan political positions.
But there is a problem, according to Marty: “Many Christians now interpret faith through the prism of their political ideology.” It’s true for Christians on the right and on the left. And this approach is the opposite of what Isaiah recommends. Our challenge is to let the Lord God open our ears, and not rebel against God when we hear a challenging word. In a world of partisan politics, our goal should be to cooperate with God and move forward in God’s way.

With God’s Help
If we understand our mission and cooperate with God, then we will make an amazing discovery: God will help us. The prophet Isaiah knew this, which is why he said, “The Lord GOD helps me; therefore I have not been disgraced” (v. 7). In the face of any hardship, Isaiah was able to keep moving forward, because the Lord was offering assistance. The God “who vindicates me is near,” said Isaiah. “Who will contend with me? Let us stand up together” (v. 8).
Such words were inspiring in the aftermath of 9/11, and they can be helpful to us today. We are always stronger as a community than we are as isolated individuals, so the challenge for us is to trust God and stand up together. 
We can do this by refusing to fall victim to fear. The command “Do not be afraid,” along with the closely related phrase “Have no fear,” is one of the most repeated phrase in the Bible. It appears about 80 times throughout the Old and New Testaments. This command is grounded not in wishful thinking, but in the conviction that Almighty God is willing to fight for us — if we allow it.
Yes, God will fight for us when we are battling illness in body, mind or spirit. God will help us when we are feeling lonely, overwhelmed or confused. God will assist us in the face of any difficulty, and God often does this through members of the church, the body of Christ. It is in the Christian community that we are best able to stand up together.
But we also take a stand for God when we build bridges in the wider community. “We are dividing into hostile tribes,” says retired General Jim Mattis. After four decades in the Marine Corps, Mattis knows that our internal divisiveness is often more threatening than our external enemies. Our focus should be on “rediscovering our common ground and finding solutions,” says Mattis. God will help us with this, if we allow it.
We can use this anniversary of 9/11 to grasp our mission in the world, cooperate with God, and trust God to help us. Twenty years ago, the motto was “United We Stand.” But now, more than ever, is the time to stand up together.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
September 12, 2021, Cycle B 
Proverbs 1:20-33
What Does the Text Say?
God's Wisdom (personified as a woman) calls out appealingly to all of us to listen and learn from her. It is to our peril to turn away our ears and hearts and lives from the ways of Wisdom. Personified Wisdom is a prominent feature of Proverbs 1-9. Wisdom calls out to human beings everywhere they can be found. The city gates were where the leaders of the community gathered for court cases and carried out public and private business matters. The streets, squares and the busiest corner likely represented common meeting places for all people. Wherever we human beings gather, Wisdom actively and invitingly seeks us out, calls out to us, and pours out her thoughts. Wisdom offers security and a good life, one without fear (see v. 33), to all who respond favorably to her message. But she scorns those who refuse to attend to her invitation, warning them of the consequences, which include panic, distress, calamity and anguish. Wisdom says that she will laugh at, even mock, those who have rebuffed her by refusing to listen. When the time comes when it is too late to give heed (see vv. 26-28), she will no longer answer them when they call upon her; she will be no longer available when they seek to find her. Her indictment is scathing: They have delighted in their scoffing, they have ignored and spurned her inviting words, her counsel and reproof. The result is that "they shall eat the fruit of their way and be sated with their own devices" (v. 31). Thus, rather than receiving God's blessings, they will "reap what they sow."
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Very Smart Street Preacher. The text is Proverbs 1:20-21, "Wisdom cries out in the street; in the squares she raises her voice. At the busiest corner she cries out; at the entrance of the city gates she speaks." This is one smart street preacher. The sermon might begin with a reference to street preachers and/or a story about them. Then turn to the "street preacher" of our text. This is a preacher who's not above saying, "I told you so!" (see v. 26). She (Sophia) is not above taunting her listeners (see v. 22). This is a preacher who's perfectly willing to let her audience suffer the consequences of the choices they make (see v. 31). This is a preacher who has no problem refusing to help (see v. 28). Therefore, you might ask your congregation if this is the kind of preacher they'd like to have thundering from the pulpit every Sunday. The sermon could be titled, "Is This the Preacher You Want?" On another note: Browse through Erasmus' In Praise of Folly. You might find something apropos.

Psalm 19
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 19 is a hymn, one of the four major types of psalms found in the Psalter. It is a paean of praise for the revelation of God in the two places Israel understood God to be revealed: Creation and Revelation (indicated by various synonyms in vv. 7-9). Israel understood these arenas of God's revelation to be complementary, not rivalrous. Later tradition would refer to these arenas as "natural theology" and "revealed theology"; to the theologians of ancient Israel, there was simply "theology." Psalm 19 is composed of a series of verses of thoroughgoing poetic parallelism; it is one of the finest examples of Hebrew parallelistic structure. Although unified theologically, the psalm falls naturally into two (or three) parts, the first (vv. 1-7) extolling God's work in Creation, the second (vv. 8-15, or vv. 8-11 and 12-15) praising the harmony between that work and the revelation of God in the law.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Speaking Heavens. This psalm is a cafeteria of preaching options. But we limit ourselves to verses 1-3. These are also the verses selected by Franz Joseph Haydn for inclusion in his oratorio, The Creation, and appear in Part I, No. 13. "Die Himmel erzählen die Ehre Gottes (The heavens are telling the glory of God)." Against the backdrop of the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment, there was the view among many that the visible world, including the heavens, has something to say to us. It is a view that’s still popular today … with good reason. And what it says is that God brought all this into being. The natural world testifies to the glory of God. Careful now: This observation does not "prove" the existence of God; but a reasonable person would say, "Yes, it points to the existence of God, i.e., it is not unreasonable to make such a claim." This Sunday could be a look back at people’s summer experiences. Invite people ahead of time to submit some of their best summertime photos of the natural world. Give the photos to a student and ask them to make a movie. The soundtrack could come from Haydn's score. 

Mark 8:27-38
What Does the Text Say?
Jesus begins today's lesson not by asking his disciples whom they believe him to be, but by asking them to tell him what they have heard others whispering. The speculation of others, recounted by the disciples, is as complimentary as it is incomplete. The fact that Jesus' own disciples, who have been traveling with him and taught by him along the way, eagerly mouth these same inaccurate descriptions emphasizes how completely they miss the target. Both Mark's readers and apparently the disciples themselves can hear the wrongness in these titles. Jesus now immediately asks for their response: "But who do you say that I am?" — a further hint to his disciples that they should know something more. Peter acts as spokesperson for the group. As he was the first to respond to Jesus' call to discipleship, so now he is the first of Jesus' chosen followers to accurately identify his master. This is the first time any of Jesus' disciples have successfully comprehended Jesus' true identity. Perhaps this is why Jesus' tone seems to change so quickly once Peter makes his correct identification. While Jesus has been gradually leading his disciples to recognize his true nature, he now must begin the second, even more challenging, stage of educating his followers. Yes, he is the Messiah, the Christ, but his messiahship brings a salvation radically different from what anyone had expected. That is why, instead of celebrating Peter's confession, Jesus quickly hushes him up.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
“Please Shut Up! Thank You!” Or, “Please Do NOT Be Witnesses.” In Acts 1, Jesus tells his awestruck disciples that they will be witnesses. "Witnessing" has a long evangelical tradition. Many Christians experience more angst as to how to witness, when to witness and where to witness than they do concerning any other single tenet or characteristic of the faith. But here, Jesus "sternly" commands his disciples to shut up already, and "not to tell anyone about him" (v. 30). This sermon, then, is about keeping our mouths shut, but our hands busy. It's about letting actions speak louder than words. It's about the problem of yapping so much about what it means to be a Christian, and then forgetting to live it. You might recall St. Francis' words: "Preach the Gospel at all times, and if necessary, use words."

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

##

	From that day onward, life would never be the same again.
	In the days after the disaster, life seemed to lose some of its luster. Many residents of the city spoke of a loss of innocence that would never return. The smoky haze, rising up from fires still not extinguished, made the sunsets more brilliant. But it also served as an aching reminder of all the people they had lost, in that one dreadful day.
	It was the day the armies of Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, burst through the gates of Jerusalem and ended the royal line of David and Solomon. Jehoiachin, the boy king, was soon packed off — along with his mother, all the members of the royal court, and 10,000 captives — to Babylon. None of them would ever see Jerusalem again. The temple, that wonder of wise old Solomon's reign, was burned, as were many of the houses in the city. Nebuchadnezzar set up his own puppet king, and Babylonian administrators moved into every civil-service job of any importance.
	For Israel — the chosen people whom the Lord had led through the wilderness — this was a stunning and ignominious defeat. But more than that, it represented a spiritual crisis, for it was true what they said, life would never be the same again.
	“How could we sing the Lord's song in a foreign land?” the disheartened exiles would sing (Psalm 137:4).
	But Jeremiah showed them how. Jeremiah — that grim prophet of doom who had been about the only one sharp enough to see what was really happening and to sound the alarm — abruptly changed his tune and began preaching comfort: “Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce … But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jeremiah 29:7).
	We find our welfare not in nurturing hatred but in looking to the needs of one another.

##

“It’s the grift, the racism and the ugliness — all of it — that’s a threat,” said Sheri Zachary, 55, whose husband (an Air Force colonel at the time) was in the Pentagon during the attack and was familiar with all the tactics, tribalism and ugliness of terrorists attacking the United States. …
“The problem has become that the threat we were united against back then has become internal. … It’s going to take some time, it’s going to take patience and forgiveness on the part of people …” Sheri Zachary said. “Everybody who unfriended anybody on Facebook, they have to let those people back into their lives. We have to repair those small things to begin healing our nation. It may take a generation.”
—Petula Dvorak, “Our brief moment of national unity after the 9/11 attacks was just that — brief. Can we ever get it back?” The Washington Post, September 10, 2020, www.washingtonpost.com.

##

	In Luke 13:4-5, Jesus reflects on the collapse of another tower: "Those 18 who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them — do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did."
	We know nothing about the collapse of the Tower of Siloam; Jesus' mention of this disaster is the only historical record we have. Yet, in a small city like Jerusalem — a city surrounded by ramparts and towers, designed to keep the people safe and protected — the collapse of one of those mighty towers, crushing the life out of 18 innocent people, would have been on the minds of everyone. "What if I'd been standing under the tower that day? Why, it could just as well have been me!"
	Do you think those people who perished 20 years ago when the Twin Towers fell, or in the Pentagon, or on United Flight 93, were worse sinners than all other Americans? Of course, they weren't. Bond traders at Cantor Fitzgerald peering into their computers, naval officers sipping coffee around a conference table, undocumented workers collecting dirty dishes at Windows on the World, and firefighters ascending smoky staircases lit by emergency lighting were no worse sinners than anyone else. God did not single them out for punishment that day. They suffered and died simply because they were in the wrong place at the wrong time.
	The thought that death can visit you and me — as suddenly and as unexpectedly as it visited them — is something worth reflecting on. Not that we’ll discover a satisfying explanation. It just is.
	Life is fragile. But God’s love is strong.

##

	When the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center came crashing down, one after another, suddenly the billions of dollars that passed through those buildings' computers every day meant little. What was truly important was the human lives lost and the vastly greater number of human lives touched by those losses.
	One image that was burned into the consciousness of many at the scene — and of those more distant as well, watching on TV — was the incredible sight of a man and a woman jumping together from the burning towers, hand in hand. Something about that particular image has continued to speak to people, in a way that's hard to put into words.
	Who were they? Friends? Lovers? Co-workers who barely knew each other? Or even strangers, who knew each other not at all, except for the bond of sharing a terrible death?
	Then there's the odd contradiction in what they were doing. On the one hand, there's the intimacy of that simple human gesture: holding hands. On the other, there's the horror of their grim suicide pact: choosing quick death by jumping from a hundred stories up, rather than the slow agonies of burning or suffocation.
	A documentary on the 9/11 attacks recorded the reactions of different people, recalling what they thought as they watched that anonymous pair, in person or on TV.
	"To me," said novelist Ian McEwan, "it was just the bleakest possible image of the whole thing. What I saw was utter desperation … I found no hope in that at all. If there is a God, he's a very indifferent God."
	Brian Doyle, another writer and a professor of English, had a very different reaction: “They reached for each other, and their hands met, and they jumped. I keep coming back to his hand in her hand … It's the most powerful prayer I can imagine — the most eloquent, the most graceful … It's what makes me believe that we're not fools to believe in God.”

##

	Following the 9/11 attacks, British Prime Minister Tony Blair told a Labour Party conference:
	“Just two weeks ago, in New York, after the church service, I met some of the families of the British victims … They don't want revenge. They want something better in memory of their loved ones. I believe their memorial can and should be greater than simply the punishment of the guilty. It is that out of the shadow of this evil should emerge lasting good: destruction of the machinery of terrorism wherever it is found; hope amongst all nations of a new beginning where we seek to resolve differences in a calm and ordered way; greater understanding between nations and between faiths; and above all, justice and prosperity for the poor and dispossessed, so that people everywhere can see the chance of a better future through the hard work and creative power of the free citizen, not the violence and savagery of the fanatic.”
—Tony Blair, from the transcript of his speech in Brighton, England, The Washington Post, October 2, 2001.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/nation/specials/attacked/transcripts/blairtext_100201.html.
Retrieved April 9, 2021.

##

	We can choose to remember September 11, 2001, as a day of hatred. Or we can remember it as a day of love.
	The 9/11 terrorists may have thought they were pulling down, before our horrified eyes, the most imposing symbol of American capitalism, but they failed. For the stories and images we Americans continue to call to mind, years later, are not so much those of collapsing buildings and twisted steel, but the simple love of one person for another.
	There's the love of a firefighter, climbing upstairs as others are going down … the love of a heavy-equipment operator, working ‘round the clock the following day, in hopes of finding someone still alive in the rubble … the love of Todd Beamer, the airline passenger from Cranbury, New Jersey, saying "Let's roll" into that cell-phone, before rushing the hijackers and bringing that plane to the ground in a farm field where no one else could be hurt.
	We can choose how we're going to remember 9/11. We can remember it as a horrendous, inhuman atrocity — which it certainly was. Or we can choose to remember it as one of those "times that try men's souls," in the words of Thomas Paine: try them and find them worthy.

##

Harley put a piece of cheese in his mouth and chewed instead of responding. He was still ruminating on the appearance of the Islamic State symbol on the rocks. He wondered if it would be so bad if the Bayatis packed up and moved out of town. Swallowing, he asked, “Has anyone ever linked the Bayatis to terrorism?”
Leah’s expression made Harley want to take his question back.
“No!” she said, sharply. “Are you kidding? They have been here for twenty years and are bakers. How does that fit a profile for terrorism?”
Harley shrugged. He hated to look stupid. “There is just so much lone-wolf stuff going on,” he suggested, trying to redeem himself.
“Well, not the Bayatis,” Leah snapped. “Harley, you have got to understand. We Jews have suffered so much from guilt by association. You know the history. Centuries of being called Christ-killers. Hitler blaming us for Germany’s loss in the First World War. Any time I see Muslims being associated with terrorism just because they are Muslim, I just have to defend them. Holocausts come out of that kind of suspicion.”
Harley knew she was right, but he couldn’t shake the fear that had grabbed him when he saw the graffiti on the rocks. And, he wondered, how can she know for a fact that they are innocent people? …
“Harley, you need to be a bridge,” she said. “Just like that bridge over the river. As a pastor, you have the challenge of making connections, bringing people together.”
—Henry G. Brinton, City of Peace (Virginia Beach, Va.: Köehler Books, 2018), 67-68.

##

COMMENTARY
Isaiah 50:4-9a
Analyzing the lengthy Isaiah scroll in terms of its differences or similarities has been the determining characteristic of German versus English scholarship. The German school has focused on the diverse discourses within Isaiah, hypothesizing that at least three separate authors (dubbed proto, deutero, and trito-Isaiah), or perhaps even the efforts of an entire "Isaiah school," are responsible for each of the scroll's different "voices."
Recently, some English scholarship has begun to tune in to the commonalities, the logical sense of wholeness, that holds the complex Isaiah scroll together. While different tones are emphasized within the course of Isaiah's witness, these scholars hear a coherent message throughout. There is a continual messianic focus — whether that Messiah is envisioned as the king (chapters 1-37), the servant (chapters 38-55), or the anointed conqueror (chapters 56-66). The whole of Isaiah speaks of a Messiah who comes with both a spirit and a word, and who extends the messianic mission to both Israel and the world beyond. Perhaps above all else, however, the theme of righteousness extends throughout Isaiah's words — the righteousness of divine judgment, of the servant's witness, and of the final events yet to come.
Today's text comes from the middle of Isaiah's astonishing words of comfort and hope to an exiled and mournful Israel. Within chapters 38-55, there are four so-called "Servant Songs" — poetic utterances that focus on the mission and witness of a "servant" of God. The first two of these "songs" (42:1-4 and 49:1-6) focus on this servant's task — what this servant is to accomplish as the one chosen by God to bring justice and redemption to Israel. It is today's text (50:4-9) that presents the cost of the commitment made by this servant. It is from this third "Servant Song" that we get the concept of a "suffering" servant and that the great cost in genuine pain and humiliation is made clear. Before today's text, the only mention of suffering connected with the servant was in 49:7. Now we read about the extent of the ordeal the servant faces and the complete and utter obedience displayed by this servant throughout.
The actions of the servant are defined by four sections, all connected by their common use of the acknowledged presence of "the Lord GOD" (50:4a, 5a, 7a, 9a) in all endeavors. Each of these verses depicts "the Lord GOD" acting on behalf of the servant: first, by preparing the servant for his mission and ministry; and second, by standing with the servant when he faces the real suffering this ministry entails.
The NRSV's translation of verse 4 may blur the two-way nature of this servant's identity. While the Hebrew may be understood as denoting the tongue of a "teacher," it is more literally rendered as the tongue of "those who are taught" — thus an instructed as well as an instructing tongue. This suggests that the servant was not born with any miraculous gift of speech, but that like any disciple, he was carefully trained and instructed by an intimately present and nurturing God.
The instruction that this servant receives, however, is no narrow, old-school train of thought. It is a new and vital word that serves to "sustain the weary." The vitality of these words comforts and freshens. With true discipleship-discipline, the servant receives instruction from the Lord God "morning by morning" (v. 4). The servant's ear is continually cocked and ready for the latest word from the Lord.
The abuse heaped upon the servant embodies three of the most humiliating and debasing forms of punishment that could be meted out. The servant gives his back, where he can be freely struck without hope of protecting himself. The servant offers his cheeks, allowing his beard, a badge of maturity and virility, to be plucked out. The servant does not even turn his face to avoid the ultimate sign of distaste and disrespect: a spit in the face. How the servant manages to endure all this abuse dished out in verse 6 is explained in the remaining verses of this third "Servant Song."
While it is only with the Lord's help that the servant maintains his commitment to his task, the tense of the verb in verse 7 is ambiguous. As it stands, this "help" can be interpreted as referring to present or future intercessions by God. God's "help" may be understood as an immediate presence or as the servant's confidence in that divine presence. Or the divine "help" that the servant leans on may be his complete conviction that the Lord will deliver him in the future.
Whichever tense, the servant is fully sustained and has no fear of being "disgraced" or of finding his hope is baseless. The servant's confidence is complete. The language used in today's final verses describes this confidence in terms of a judicial battle, using legal terminology and traditions to describe the ultimate outcome the servant knows is waiting.
The legal terminology begins with the servant's declaration that the Lord "vindicates me" — a legal phrase meaning to bring in a verdict of innocence. Furthermore, the servant's insistence that the Lord "is near" suggests to the listener that the Lord stands as goel, the Servant's "next-of-kin" who would naturally stand at his side during any legal proceedings. With God standing in this court of judgment as the servant's goel, how can there be any doubt about which way the judgment of a righteous court will go?
Little surprise that despite the abuse, the servant remains confident that ultimately the abusers will be routed. God's presence enables the servant to boast: who will "declare me guilty?" The inability of persecutors to prevail against the servant is further demonstrated by the servant's comparison of his enemies to a moth-eaten garment. Like a fragile piece of cloth, those who contend against the servant will simply wear out and succumb to their own natural decay.

CHILDREN’S SERMON
Isaiah 50:4-9a
Hold up a small white board and write the letters A, B, C. Ask the children to name the people who teach us our ABCs. Teachers! Erase the white board and agree that our teachers in school instruct us in reading, writing, math, social studies and many other subjects. Then ask if the children can list some of the other teachers in their lives. Write them down as they suggest them: Sunday school teachers, parents, coaches, pastors. Point out that we all have a lot of teachers, and the greatest teacher of all is Jesus. Erase the white board and write the different qualities that Jesus had: 
· the “tongue” of a teacher (v. 4), meaning he could speak well; 
· an “ear” to listen (v. 4), meaning he listened to God; 
· he “did not hide” his face (v. 6), meaning he stood up for what he believed; 
· he knew that “God helps” (v. 7), meaning he trusted God at all times. 
Point out these qualities: tongue, ear, did not hide, God helps. Emphasize that all these are qualities of good teachers, and they are qualities that each of us can show as well, because each of us is a teacher to someone else who needs to learn about God’s power and love.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
People: You call us to meaning, O God.
Leader: In the midst of divisiveness,
People: You call us to community through Christ.
Leader: Out of our brokenness,
People: You call us to wholeness and new life in the Spirit.
Leader: In praise and thanksgiving, let us worship God.

Prayers — General
We thank you, O God, within and beyond us, for linking our lives in so many ways, making a chain of hope and compassion long enough and strong enough to circle the globe.
When we walk hand in hand, when we work side by side, the impossible becomes the next challenge before us, and we know we can do what we dared not attempt.
May mountains of misery melt with your word of concern that we put into action, and may there never again be despair or denial of your saving grace. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Life is too short and too hard to try to make it alone. But thanks be to God, we aren’t alone. God will never ever forsake us or leave us. And God has placed us here in this community of faith, surrounded by people who love us and care for us — people of faith on whom we can fully rely when times are tough. So let us go forth as people of faith who know from where their help comes. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
I Come with Joy
Draw Us in the Spirit’s Tether
For the Faithful Who Have Answered

Worship and Praise 
Good Grace (Hillsong)
The Gift of Love
God I Look to You (Bethel Music)
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
Sixteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
Proverbs 1:20-33
Psalm 19
Isaiah 50:4-9a (alternate first reading)
Psalm 116:1-9 (alternate Psalm)
James 3:1-12
Mark 8:27-38
