Out of Exile
Punchline: In a similar way that Israel was exiled by Babylon, Christianity in America is entering a period of exile.  However, God still remains faithful.
In 597 BCE, King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon invaded the Southern Kingdom, sieged Jerusalem, invaded it and destroyed the city walls and the temple.  There were multiple deportations of Jews to to Babylon, some Jews were allowed to stay in Judah under Babylonian rule and some Jews fled for safety to Egypt.  Jews were scattered, disorganized, and oppressed.  They no longer had influence on the world stage, they were no longer the dominant culture, they were no longer in power.
Of all the stories and history of the bible, the exile stories are the ones that, as an American Christian, I relate to the most.  Christianity in America is going through a period of exile.  We are scattered, disorganized and oppressed.  We no longer have influence on the world stage.  We are no longer the dominant culture.  We are no longer in power.  I’m not even talking about the public arena like politics or schools or media.  I mean that in America, Christianity and “the church” is no longer a central part of decision making for most individuals or individual families.  Change and instability are the new norm.  Just like with the Jews, the world is changing around us and we barely recognize the landscape any more.
Of course, during the exile many Jews began to wonder – “Where is God?”  “Why doesn’t God do something?”  “Why won’t God take us back to the way things were?”  But the fascinating thing that we read in Isaiah is that the exile was God’s idea.  God was the one who caused the exile.  He warned them about it through Isaiah’s prophecies, saying that even though the worshipped him, they did not defend and care for the poor, the disadvantaged, the immigrant, and the widow and so they needed a wakeup call.  God was telling them that the “good old days” really weren’t so good as far as he was concerned.  The Jews had a temple, they had power, and they stability, but they didn’t use it to help the people that God cared about the most – the needy.
I think the decline of the church in America today be a wakeup call from God and I think that God is trying to send up a message, but I think what’s more important for us to realize that the decline of the church is completely and totally within God’s control.  Exile is tough.  It was for the Jews.  It is and will be for Christianity in America.  The Jews lost their farm land.  Many church staff people will lose their livelihood. (The Board of Pensions estimates that 50% of existing full time pastorates in the PCUSA will not be filled by another full time pastor).  The Jews lost their temple.  We will lose many churches.  The Jews lost their homeland.  We will lose our place of power in American culture.  

But story did not end there for the Jews and does not end there for us.  God is the one who brings exiles upon us and God is the one who delivers us out of exile.  Chapters 40-55 in Isaiah were written during the exile and in the midst of all the confusion, all the loss, all the change, and all the disrutption, God offered hope.  Even in the middle of exile, God promised deliverance to the Jews
Do not fear, O Jacob my servant, Jeshurun whom I have chosen.  3 For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour my spirit upon your descendants, and my blessing on your offspring.  
Let us not forget in the middle of our exile, that God is the ruler of the universe.  God can and will deliver us from exile.  God can and will bring us new life.  God can and will make us new creations.  God can and will bring water to a thirsty land.  Exile is temporary.  The Jewish exile lasted just over 40 years, but it was temporary.  God has sent us into a period of exile so that we can learn and grow, so that we can adapt and expand, so that we can become a new creation to serve God in a changing world.  But brothers and sisters, do not fear our time of exile.  Exile is not forever and exile is certainly not more powerful than God.  God has promised that we will be restored and that he and he alone is in control of history.  As he said, “Do not fear, or be afraid; have I not told you from of old and declared it? You are my witnesses! Is there any god besides me? There is no other rock; I know not one.”
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