
Epiphany 5A 

“Shout out, do not hold back! Lift up your voice like a trumpet! 
Announce to my people their rebellion, to the house of Jacob 
their sins.” Isaiah reports what God has told him. In the voice of 
God, he goes on: “Day after day they seek me and delight to 
know my ways, as if they were a nation that practiced 
righteousness as if they did not forsake the ordinances of their 
God.”  ‘As if,’ mocking, sardonic humor, as in ‘Not.’ The funny 
thing about prophets is their absolute confidence that their 
speech is a direct repetition of God’s speech, their voices 
integral to the discovery of God. Even when God is saying: “My 
thoughts are not your thoughts; neither are my ways your 
ways,” the prophets are acknowledged as being above and 
beyond this qualification. I mean you gotta trust somebody, 
right? Our tradition has it that the prophets whose books are 
part of the Bible are, however confusing, conflicted or complex 
their writings may be, true representatives of God. And when 
they adopt a mocking tone, we assume that whomever they’re 
mocking deserves it. 

A number of us had the distinct pleasure and privilege of 
hearing a series of three lectures by the reknowned biblical 
scholar John Crossan this week, during which our frame of 
reference around the prophets and how their words relate to 
God was given a thorough shuffle.  Crossan is a diminutive 
Irishman, with an almost stereotypically pixielike personality 
and a relaxed, contemporary sense of humor that, if you’re not 
listening closely, might seem to belie his vast knowledge of, not 
only the biblical texts themselves, but also the entirety of 
historical scholarship about the ancient world. Combined with 
a deeply convicted and passionate devotion to Jesus, his 
tireless and thorough insistence on only entertaining ideas that 
make good sense gives his student listeners the opportunity to 



explore the Bible in the company of a thoroughly trustworthy 
and relentlessly thoughtful teacher.  

Crossan’s topic in the lectures was biblical violence. His project 
was to lay out an argument for considering the Bible as a fully 
integrated group of texts, whose internal conflicts are not at all 
a reflection of the nonsensical, schizophrenic God one might 
identify from the traditional characterizations of biblical 
theology. According to Crossan, and he is very difficult to 
refute, any conflicts we detect in the biblical representation of 
God are the result of culture- and instinct-driven 
misrepresentations of God by us human beings.   

“When I call, answer me, O God of justice,” sings the psalmist. 
“What can bring us happiness,” people say. “Make justice your 
sacrifice and trust in the Lord.” Two words around which our 
confusion about God swirl: ‘justice’ and ‘sacrifice.’ In both 
cases, our confusion about God leads to violence. For a 
conception of God that makes sense, justice means a fair shake: 
distributive justice. But time and again, the view of God we see 
in the Bible steers us toward retributive justice in the form of 
punishment and violence. God is neither confusing nor volatile, 
rather it is we who represent God as such to avoid 
responsibility for our own volatility and fear-based violence.  

The words of Isaiah in today’s lesson are on the Dr. Jekyll side 
of this equation; the threats and stories of violence stemming 
from God that we hear in other places throughout the Bible are 
the work of Mr. Hyde. But the dichotomy is a human trait; 
blaming it on God is a copout.  So when Isaiah mockingly 
imitates Israel saying: “Why do we fast, but you do not see us, 
God? We humble ourselves, but you do not notice,” His tone 
may be unpleasant, but his message is solid. It’s something 
along the lines of: “Look, Pal, who you trying to kid?  You serve 
your own interest on your fast day, and oppress your workers 



the rest of the time. You fast only to gain leverage to strike with 
a wicked fist (aka sucker-punch). Such fasting as you do today 
will not make your voice heard on high. Is such the kind of fast 
that I recognize? (no) Is it to bow down the head like a bulrush, 
and to lie in sackcloth and ashes? (no) Will you call this a fast, a 
day acceptable to the Lord? (no!) This is the fast that I choose: 
to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, 
to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke, is it not? 
to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless 
poor into your house, is it not? and when you see the naked, to 
cover them, and not hide yourself from your own kin (so that 
they can’t ask you for help or shelter or solace) is it not? 

Isaiah’s style reminds me of Perry Mason. I loved the 
courtroom scene at the end of every show, when Raymond 
Burr had figured out how to get under the skin of the 
prosecution witness. It always came as a surprise to us, of the 
best kind, because we knew it was going to happen, where 
something would click in his mind, or some vital bit of evidence 
would arrive in the hands of Della Street or Paul Drake the 
detective. And as the hapless DA, Hamilton Burger looked on in 
dismay (although why he was surprised, I don’t know, because 
it happened every time), Perry Mason would demand: “Isn’t it 
true?”  “Yes.” “Isn’t it also true?” “Yes.” “Isn’t it true?” “Yes, yes, 
yes!” And the world was set right again. 

The right world for a righteous God, a God who makes sense as 
the selfsame Christ does not operate on vengeance and 
violence. But there are consequences for human behavior. One 
of Crossan’s techniques is to illustrate a moral concept with a 
simple physical example. His favorite on the subject of 
consequences is jumping out of a 30-storey building. You may 
have second thoughts, God may forgive you halfway down, you 
may even change your mind, but there are unavoidable 
consequences. And it’s not fair to say that God is punishing you 



with the sidewalk. By the same token, engaging in violence, in 
any of it’s many forms, by making a big show of holiness while 
continuing to deny a fair shake to the widowed, the orphan, the 
poor, the sick, the troubled will, sooner or later have 
consequences – unpleasant ones. 

Through the mouthpiece of Isaiah, God goes on: “But if you do 
what I tell you, then your light shall break forth like the dawn, 
and your healing shall spring up quickly. Your vindicator shall 
go before you (true).  The glory of the Lord shall be your rear 
guard (also true) You shall call, and the Lord will answer; you 
shall cry for help, and God will say, “Here I am” (isn’t it true?).   

Crossan reveals our learned proclivity to violence through the 
ways we try to blame our creator for it. This unified vision of 
God is a great comfort – something we can believe in and 
follow, rather than trying to avoid or kid ourselves we’re 
fooling. But of course it sets the bar higher for humankind too. 
If there are no curses from God but only blessings, then we are 
free to deal with each other. Only if we truly make justice the 
subject of our sacrifices, removing yokes, ceasing to point 
fingers and speak evil, offering food to the hungry and 
satisfying the needs of the afflicted, shall our light shall rise in 
the darkness and our gloom be like the noonday. Then will the 
Lord will guide us continually, be with us in our times of need, 
and make our bones strong – so to speak. 

 


