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Today’s readings present us with a curious mix of images. At first glance, they seem to be all over the map. In the space of just a few verses, Isaiah evokes a myriad of images to describe God in terms of Israel’s relationship to God: Father and Mother, Redeemer, Potter (who both creates and then re-shapes the Clay- which has gone out of shape). To the Clay (or Israel whom it signifies), Isaiah ascribes the characteristics of stubbornness (he calls it hardness of heart), and sinfulness (he says ‘missing the mark’ or ‘going out of shape’). These disparate images create the effect of disorder confusion and cacophony. Yet, in the midst of all of this, we hear the weak little voice of Israel saying: “We cling to you. We are the work of your hands.” 


Psalm 80 reinforces this tenacious clinging to the God who has the power to restore, the One in whom the struggling sinner can ultimately find security.

“Shepherd of Israel, rouse your power. Relent! Visit your vine. Protect what your right hand has planted. Safeguard your chosen. Restore us, O God!” You can just feel the clinging, the attachment, the utter refusal of Israel to be cut off from their God. By the same token, Israel appears almost like a very shrewd merchant in the market place, reminding God that God has an “investment” to protect in Israel “Visit your vine! Protect what your right hand has planted.” And at the same time, Israel reminds God that they are in effect God’s kin, and that they are in trouble – bankrupt (spiritually), without resources, and in need of a ‘redeemer’ to bail them out. In reality, these images and these readings are all about our ‘claims’ on God – and they are richly descriptive of our covenant relationship with God. The point seems to be that God is inextricably bound up with us – that God does not really have a choice –that God cannot NOT redeem us!

So, how does Isaiah’s message jive with today’s gospel reading, which is a quintessential apocalyptic one, and which calls us to be vigilant and ready? We are admonished to repent and be ready – and then – to wait  - to wait for the Lord to appear. If we go back and take another look at the Isaiah passage, this “hurry up and wait’ message is also to be found there. The message that Isaiah is preaching is fundamentally also a message of repentance – of changing ourselves and the way we look at things, the way we relate to others. While he pleads with and cajoles God to remember that God and Israel are bound together, Isaiah equally makes clear that the people have a responsibility to allow God to ‘re-shape’ them; that they are called to ‘do justice now’ – they are called  to make the first move, and then (and only then) to wait for God to act on their behalf.

Wakefulness, consciousness in the midst of uproar and calamity, instead of denial or flight of fancy, is the mark of faith. We do not know the day of God’s coming – of Christ’s return in glory. What we do know is that as faithful, watchful, servants of Christ who serve one another and the world, we have hope, because , whatever we may expect, we know God and that history is in God’s hands – God the potter who re-shapes and redeems. The world created by God is not chaos, but the creation of one who seeks to relate to us as a loving partner. However, to trust that this world ultimately belongs to Christ requires no little courage! And there is of course work to do. Our hope encourages us and gives us strength as we stand with Christ against everything that betrays and destroys human life, indeed any part of the whole of creation. 

Another thing we know, is that in Christ’s absence, there is presence, because we become his presence by being accountable servants and serving others. This parable reminds us that we have more than enough gifts to work Christ’s healing and hope in the world, even a world rife with tumult. We find that, even when we feel spent, that it is in giving of ourselves to others that we get the peace we seek – the peace that passes all understanding.
Some questions we might ask ourselves: (and I would invite your thoughts)
What analogies can we see between the situation described in today’s readings and our own sense of being ‘out of shape,’ or ‘stubborn and hard hearted’ in our society today? 

What does it mean for us to wait for the redeeming action of God? What might we consider as our responsibility when it comes to making the first move?
