All Nations
Punchline: We are called to lead people of all nations to God.


More history (continued from last week): <slide 1>
After the edict of Cyrus when Persia conquered Babylon in 538, many (not all) of the now freed Jews returned from Babylon back to Judah to rebuild.  Unfortunately, when they got there, they found that their land had been inhabited by all kinds of people.  Without anyone defending it, people of all different nations had come and squatted in the land and claimed it as their own and were not all that happy about the Jews moving back in.  (If you remember from Ezra, the native people tried to stop the Jews from rebuilding the temple and the walls).


The Jews were also confused and upset with God because (if you remember from last week) God had promised to deliver them out of exile.  God had prophesied that they would get to go home and that their judgment was over.  So when they got back to their own land, saw that other people were living there, and realized they would have to co-exist and share, they were pretty upset with God.  They lamented the fact that they couldn’t make things go back to the way they used to be.  The last 10 chapters or so in the book of Isaiah are all about the Jews trying to understand what God is doing as they learn to adjust to the changing times.

<slide 2>

If we believe that we are currently in a time of exile, as I preached last week, then we can learn quite a few things from this last part of the book of Isaiah.  The first thing we can learn from this story is that we can’t go back.  <click> God’s promises of providence and reassurance during this time of decline in the church are not promises that things will go back to the way they used to be.  God did bring them back to the land of Judah, but some things were changed forever.  The Jews had to learn to live in a land that was now full of people of different races, ethnicities, religions, and languages.  It never went back to being “a Jewish nation.”  They were never again the dominant culture holding sole power over the politics and society of the nation.
(In 1948 with the establishment of the state of Israel, you could say some things went back, but it was never truly the same as before the exile.)

In particular, one the things the Jews had the most trouble getting used to was their new neighbors. <click> The Jews used to be able to assume their neighbors spoke the same language, shared the same faith, and had similar views and experiences, but now there was great diversity in their neighborhoods.  And they undoubtedly asked God, “God, how come we have to share our land, the land that you promised us, with all these new people?”
As Christians in America, we can relate.  During our time of exile it’s easy for us to dream and fantasize about things returning back to the way they were 30, 40…50 years ago.  We dream of a time when everyone spoke the same language, believed the same thing, had the same values, and shared a similar experience.  A time when we just had to open the doors and people would come to church.  A time when the question was, “Which church do you go to?”  not “Do you go to church?”  But I think we all realize that that time is gone and it’s not coming back.

Now as we realize that the United States of America will ever go back to being a “Christian nation” (whatever that means and if we ever really were in the first place), we wonder what God’s providence looks like for us.  When God restores and redeems us as He promised he would, what will it look like?

Here in Isaiah 60, God gives an interesting answer.  The Jews asked why they had to share their land with all these new people and God said, “Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn… They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the LORD.”  The Lord tells them that he doesn’t want things to go back to the way they were because he wants all the people and all the nations to find God through them.  He lists all these groups of people and all these nations - Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba, Kedar shall be gathered to you, the rams of Nebaioth shall minister to you, Tarshih – they will all come to know God through the Jewish people specifically because they live together now.

When we look at the diversity of our neighborhoods we might be tempted to think, “I’ll mind my own business and you mind your own business.”  “You go to your Mexican church, you go to you Asian church, you go to your black church and I’ll go to my white church.”  (Having black does not make it not a white church.  If people don’t clap to the music and nobody says “Amen” during the sermon, it’s still a white church.)

Maybe we’ve never really thought about it, maybe we think it’s impossible to change, maybe we might even be tempted to think that God wants things to go back to the way they were.  But God put Oakhurst Presbyterian Church here - to lead people from all nations to Christ <click>.  
On this World Communion Sunday, we affirm and we proclaim that God does not want things to go back the way were.  God does not want his church to be full of people who speak the same language, who have the same background, who share the same experiences.  God wants to use us to reach all different kinds of people and to lead and teach them to know and love God.  God wants nations to come to OUR light, and king to the brightness of OUR dawn.  God wants people to bring gold and frankincense into his churches and to learn to praise the name of the Lord.  God wants the flocks of Kedar to be gathered to us, the lambs of Nebaioth to minister to us, the ships of Tarshish to bring our children from far away, and all the camels of Midian and Ephah and Sheba to come to us.  God wants to hear his praises in Spanish and English and Arabic and Korean not in separate worship services, but in the unity of the many members of his one body.  God wants Latin music and classical music and organ music and hip hop music to glorify him together.  God wants hope, faith, love, and grace to be taught to and taught by people of all nations.
Friends, we are in a time of exile.  Things will never go back to the way they were.  Just like the Jews, we have to adjust and adapt to new people in our midst and like the Jews, we can spend our time longing for the good ol’ days or we can live into God’s new plan for us.  God’s redemption for us as a denomination, as a church, or as individuals will not come by making things the way they used to be, by only reaching out to people like us, or by ignoring God’s challenge to try something new and to stretch our understanding of the “right” way to worship. God’s restoration will come when we lead people of all races, all ethnicities, all languages, all colors, all backgrounds, all experiences, all music styles, all denominations, all classes…when we lead the people of all nations to Christ, then we will find our restoration and we will find our place in the world.
PAGE  
6

