The Second Sunday after the Epiphany
January 16, 2011
Text:  Isaiah 49:1-7
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

This past week I was captivated by an essay I read in the most recent issue of Books & Culture.  It’s a story about failure…about a professor at a small Christian college in Iowa, who had died.  And from all outward appearances this man’s life had been a tragic failure.

· He had started out as a high school teacher, but was something of a joke as a teacher.

· He got a Ph.D, was made a college professor, but here too, in the classroom, he still all too regularly stumbled over himself.
· This small college where he taught was like a family, so rather than send the poor incompetent professor and his large family packing, the powers-that-be gave him a bookstore job.
· Even in the bookstore he was not successful, but because of a hard-working woman there who really ran the bookstore, he was able to get by.
· Professionally, this professor’s life was a sad series of simple failures.

· But there’s more.  In the mid-1990’s, this man’s grandson – who must have been a very disturbed individual – shot and killed his parents, the professor’s son and daughter-in-law.
· Nor was the professor himself without his own sin.  I don’t think you need to know any of the details – the author of the essay didn’t know much about this incident either.  Let’s just say it was a major public moral failure.
The essay’s author writes:

But he was a gentle man, blessed with a sweet disposition.  For years, the only thing he ever said to me, in passing, was “Beautiful day,” even though I knew, for him, it likely wasn’t or hadn’t been.

Today, in our First Reading, we come across the servant in the 49th chapter of Isaiah, and he is in deep despair.  Nothing is working out for him.  Everything he touches breaks.  He knows that God has called him from his mother’s womb; he knows that he is a child of God…but that only intensifies his grief because he is convinced he has wasted his gifts.  I have labored in vain, he says, I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity.  The man feels like a failure!  

You need to know that this text resonates strongly with us pastors!  When you’re working with people, it’s rare that anything ever gets finished, done, accomplished.  

That’s why a seminary classmate of mine envies housepainters.  It must be wonderful to have a job in which you can actually see results, step back and say with satisfaction, “That looks good.  I did that.”  I think that’s why I enjoy gardening…or refinishing furniture.  You can enjoy what you have accomplished!
And yet, of course, this text is not just for pastors.

· If you have ever really tried to be a faithful disciple, tried to teach that children’s Sunday School class so well that everyone in the class would get the point and be changed…

· If you ever attempted to reach out to someone who was going through a particularly rough time in life and help them, really help…

· If you have tried to live your faith in your daily work, witness to the truth and standards of Christ no matter what popular opinion at the office was like…

…then I know that somewhere in your heart of hearts you have said, with the prophet, “I have labored in vain; I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity.”

Because, you see, we too, like the prophet Isaiah, have been called by God…called in our baptism.  That’s when you and I were set apart to be God’s servants in the world.

We are God’s people, and God’s people are called to be extraordinary:  extra thoughtful, extra friendly, extra involved.  So you are.  You do and do and do.  You volunteer, you join, you serve, you listen, you give.  You take on other people’s problems, you put them first, you invite them into your home.  

You burn the candle at both ends, discovering that the reward for a job well done is not less work but more work, none of which stays done.  You start getting tired earlier and earlier in the day until finally one morning you cannot get out of bed.  “I have labored in vain,” you say to the ceiling.  “I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity.”

So many others have experienced the same thing.  This Monday, of course, we honor the life of Martin Luther King, Jr.  But did you know that he too felt this heavy sense of failure those last weeks of his life?  One of King’s friends wrote:

That whole last year I felt his weariness, just weariness of the struggle, that he had done all that he could do.

During those last several weeks of his life, wishing he had more true friends, King himself said that he needed…
…somebody you can sit with and discuss your inner weaknesses and confess your agonies and your inner shortcomings, and they don’t exploit it, they listen to you and help you bear your burdens in the midst of the storms of life.  Sometimes I feel discouraged having to live under the threat of death every day.  Sometimes I feel discouraged, having to take so much abuse and criticism, sometimes from my own people.  Sometimes I feel discouraged…
People who are called by God are people who know failure.  Yet, in the mysterious working of God, even our failures are woven into God’s good purposes.  Oh, yes, the prophet Isaiah laments his failures, but his lament moves quickly into affirmation:
I have labored in vain, I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity…there’s the lament…and now immediately comes the affirmation:  yet surely my cause is with the Lord, and my reward with my God.

And God – whose idea of success and failure has never coincided with our own – has a better idea.  I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.
Now that’s divine logic for you!  Fail at a large task – Isaiah’s call to speak God’s Word to Israel – and you are given an even larger one – I will give you as a light to the nations.

Maybe God knows something that we servants do not know…namely that our success does not depend on those  who are chosen, but rather on the One who chooses them!....the Holy One of Israel!  The only way we can truly fail is to remove ourselves from the hands of God.

Stop doing a job, God says, start being a light.  Stop doing your duty; start being mine.  Stop worrying about whether or not you have done a good job; start leaving that up to me.  You can’t see it the way I can.  You just let your light shine and let me take care of the rest.  I chose you, and I’ve got good taste!

What if the real sign of our witness to the light is not how much we accomplish but our own lightness, our own reflection of the bright God who has chosen us and lit us up and sent us into the world like candles into a dark room?  If that is the case, then there is no such thing as laboring in vain.

Perhaps we pastors, who can get dragged down because we don’t see any progress, perhaps we pastors should listen to the advice of a teacher who said:  Good teachers must be in love with the task of sowing the seed, nor reaping the harvest.  We sow the seed; God reaps the harvest.  The only way we can truly fail is to remove ourselves from the hands of God.

And Martin Luther King, Jr. knew that too.  He knew the old spiritual, There Is a Balm in Gilead:  Sometimes I feel discouraged and think my work’s in 
vain;

But then the Holy spirit revives my soul again.

And on the night before he was shot and killed in Memphis, he spoke these words to a group of his supporters:

Well, I don’t know what will happen now.  We’ve got some difficult days ahead.  But it really doesn’t matter with me now, because I’ve been to the mountain top.  And I don’t mind.  Like anybody, I would like to live a long life.  Longevity has its place.  But I’m not concerned about that now.  I just want to do God’s will.  And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain, and I’ve looked over, and I’ve seen the promised land.  I may not get there with you.  But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people will get to the promised land.  And so I’m happy tonight.  I’m not worried about anything.  I’m not fearing any man.  Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.
The only way we can truly fail is to remove ourselves from the hands of God.

And that college professor back in Iowa?  The man who wrote the essay had been a much younger colleague of his at the college, had not known the man extremely well, but well enough to know of the tragic failures in his life.  He, of course, attended the funeral for his colleague, but he kept on wondering why the preacher did not even mention any of the difficulties of this man’s life.

The college professor had selected Psalm 121 to be read at his funeral…the one I’ve always called the “Colorado Psalm”:


I will lift up my eyes unto the hills; from whence cometh my strength?

My help cometh from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.

At the end of his funeral sermon, the preacher quoted a commentary on Psalm 121, written by Eugene Peterson:

The Christian life is not a quiet escape to a garden where we can walk and talk uninterruptedly with our Lord; not a fantasy trip to a heavenly city where we can compare our blue ribbons and gold medals with others who have made it to the winner’s circle.  The Christian life is going to God.  In going to God Christians travel the same ground that everyone else walks on, breathe the same air, drink the same water…fear the same dangers, are subject to the same pressures, get the same distresses, are buried in the same ground.

The difference is that each step we walk, each breath we breathe, we know we are preserved by God, we know we are accompanied by God, we know we are ruled by God; and therefore no matter what doubts we endure or what accidents we experience, the Lord will preserve us from evil, he will keep our life.

And the essay writer concludes:

Psalm 121 seemed such an unlikely choice for the professor, but it really is huge, spacious enough not only for the gentle giant but also for all his woes and miseries, both those by which he was victimized as well as those for which he was himself responsible…  A soft-spoken, gentle giant of a sinner had now left a world of beautiful days and simply gone home.  What had to be said was that he’d loved the Lord, that he’d suffered the travail that is our lot in this vale of tears, and that, remarkably, Psalm 121 offered him comfort and peace during those days when he did the hard work of dying, a psalm that names the Lord as our keeper six times in eight verses.
The only way we can truly fail is to remove ourselves from the hands of God.

