
Dec. 13, 2020  Meditation 1:  “Our Town Crier Function” 

Scripture Lesson 1:  Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 
61The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to 

the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; 2to 

proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn; 3to provide 

for those who mourn in Zion— to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the 

mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. They will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, to 

display his glory. 
4They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former devastations; they shall repair the ruined 

cities, the devastations of many generations.  
8For I the Lord love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will faithfully give them their recompense, and I will 

make an everlasting covenant with them. 9Their descendants shall be known among the nations, and their offspring 

among the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge that they are a people whom the Lord has blessed. 
10I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my whole being shall exult in my God; for he has clothed me with the garments 

of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and 

as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. 11For as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is 

sown in it to spring up, so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations. 

 

 There’s a lot of proclaiming going on these days. 

 Yesterday, I saw a couple of gentlemen out on the corner of Mullan and 

Reserve holding up an American flag, a flag associated with our president, and a 

poster with the words “Stop the Steal” prominently displayed.  It was very cold; 

they were standing in the snow; they were all bundled up; they looked pretty 

miserable; the traffic seemed to pay no attention, no horns honking, no waves, no 

hostility or affirmation that I could sense.  I drove past that same corner about a 

half hour later; they were gone. 

 It made me think that many times, and perhaps especially in these days we 

find ourselves in, there is so much proclamation going on about things that are not 

substantial, not real, not truthful, or not helpful; things rooted in emotion more 

than reason, things to be frightened of rather than things to be hopeful for.  It is 

a mark of our times just how much we are affected by fear even if it is proved to 

be unfounded. 

 Isaiah seems to be pointing this out, identifying with humanity’s tendency to 

be dominated by fear.  In the prophet’s time, the people of God had much to be 

frightened about, perhaps much more than we do now.  Life was extremely cheap; 

to be poor or sick or of the wrong culture or nationality was effectively a death 

sentence.  Life was extremely hard; oppression was standard, rights were unheard 

of, stability an unreachable dream.  There was everything to be frightened of, and 

nothing to be hopeful for – or so it would seem.  It is quite evident, here and 

throughout the book of Isaiah, that the prophet was speaking to a very 

frightened people. 



 But Isaiah makes an essential point about our God – that God will always have 

the final word – a word which is the exact opposite of fear. 

  

 Isaiah demonstrates this final word by proclaiming something as incredible 

as it is disorienting – from our passage today he states that “The spirit of the 

Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring 

good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to 

the captives, and release to the prisoners; 2to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 

favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn.” 

 I wish I could go back and interview Isaiah, to ask him about what he was 

trying to get across to humanity, for I think it was likely Isaiah was not simply 

being a cheerleader for a beaten team.  I think Isaiah recognized the value of 

engaging in a constructive self-fulfilling prophecy – or, more accurately, investing 

ourselves in a God-fulfilling prophecy.   

 Now, a self-fulfilling prophecy can be thought of as the mind-frame we 

nurture today which sets tomorrow’s agenda.  It usually takes the form of a 

despondent look upon the future which helps make that future as bad as 

predicted, robbing efforts of their energy for positive change, depressing the 

perspective so that no hopeful outcome is planned for nor moved towards.   We 

predict we will fail the test, so why study?  We envision the job will be miserable, 

and help it to be so with a poor attitude or lackluster effort.  We are certain the 

response will be negative, so we fail to make the invitation.  We know the odds are 

against us, so we pay less attention to the cards we are dealt – and wind up playing 

them poorly.  It’s pessimism 101 – in order to not be disappointed, and to keep us 

from losing too much, envision the worst that can happen, and strategize for 

minimal damage.  It is the perspective shaped by despair. 

 But there is another way to play this game, one which has nothing to lose, so 

long as it is played by divine-inspired rules.  It is to trade our self-fulfilling 

prophecy for a God-fulfilling prophecy.  The beauty of replacing our self-fulfilling 

prophecy with God’s is that God sets a vision that is not up to us to determine or 

control; there are variables introduced which are not limited to our understanding 

nor awareness, variables such as grace and mercy, peace and justice, guidance and 

truth – commodities which are all too often fickle, unpredictable, and contorted 

when left to human devices.  God’s vision exceeds ours; and with God’s vision 

comes God’s presence, to make hope more than wishful thinking, making it a 



standard for life’s organization and activity.  When we make God’s vision our own, 

we are no longer controlled by fear; we are guided by hope.   

 Make your choice, says Isaiah.  Be prodded by fear, or be led by faith.  Be 

forced by threats, or be guided by possibility.  Be oppressed by doom, or be 

released by hope.  Make your life a prophetic witness to who you trust in all 

things.  And may we always remember, that as we prophesy, so shall we live. 

 

Meditation 2:  “Speaking Into the Wilderness” 

Scripture Lesson 2:  John 1:6-8, 19-28 
6There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all 

might believe through him. 8He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.  
19This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are 

you?” 20He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the Messiah.” 21And they asked him, “What 

then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the prophet?” He answered, “No.” 22Then they said to him, 

“Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” 23He said, “I am the 

voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’” as the prophet Isaiah said. 24Now 

they had been sent from the Pharisees. 25They asked him, “Why then are you baptizing if you are neither the 

Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?” 26John answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom 

you do not know, 27the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” 28This took 

place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing. 

 

 This past week, I read about something that stopped me in my tracks.  I 

read about the suicide of a United Methodist pastor in Tennesee; she took her 

life on December 3rd.  Her name was Patty Muse; she was the minister of 

discipleship and outreach at Munsey Memorial United Methodist Church and a 

cornerstone of the church’s Melting Pot dining room and downtown outreach 

programs.  I found her obituary, which said that ”She was gifted in many ways, as 

an administrator and an organizer, but she also had a knack for relating to people. 

She was a master of connection; she knew people who worked in the city and in 

the nonprofits and the community and tried to bring them together. She loved 

people and she sought ways to help them love each other so they could work 

together.  She saw everybody through the same lens – as a valued child of God; 

she wanted to make sure they knew that about themselves regardless of what life 

had been like for them. She had a true “pastor’s heart.” 

 

 Sometimes the questions outnumber the answers in an overwhelming way; 

that’s how I felt when I read this news.  I cannot comment on this particular loss, 

except for it being tragic and heartbreaking, and that I and many others pray 

that the family of pastor Muse and the Munsey congregation find healing and 

comfort – but it caused to rise up in my mind how tricky it can be to represent 



God.  It is commonly thought that that’s what pastors try to do, but this calling is 

given to all people of faith – interpreting scripture, speaking words of worship and 

prayer, helping  each other to discern what God is up to, what God wants, how God 

is present with us, how God thinks about things, what we are to do with our lives, 

how to act, how to serve, how to love……………….in a word, we are all called to an 

impossible job.  So impossible, that at times, it is not unusual for us to wonder if 

our efforts are in vain. 

 I can hear echoes of this understanding in our passage today, when John the 

Baptist makes a profoundly humbling statement – he says to the crowd at the 

riverside “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not 

know, 27the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his 

sandal.”  

 Sometimes pastors feel like this; perhaps most of us feel like this at times.  

God is the creator of the universe, the master of all things, limitless and timeless, 

without error or falsehood; we are but dust in comparison, confused in the 

application of our lives, prone to delusion and misperception, made empty through 

our hypocrisy and failure to follow what is right and true.  If you are not 

depressed by this, I could go on – but the point is evident.  We are simply not 

worthy of God. 

 Before you push your “mute” button, let me state the point I sense John is 

making, and that is how important it is to realize what we are not.  We, as 

Christians, pastors included, are not the messiah; we are not the ones with all the 

answers; we are not the ones who always get it right; we are not the ones who 

have special, overt favor from God.  It is perhaps the first step of faith’s 

integrity, to recognize our deficiencies as creatures – and it is stunning how many 

Christians fail to take this first step!  Any who proclaim they know the will of God 

precisely, who state that they know who is going to heaven and who is going to 

hell, who are convinced they have the final word on doctrine or creed, who use the 

Bible as a weapon to spread hate or denigrate others – they have lost a primary 

sense of humility that faith requires. 

 We hear this point being made by John in our passage; when he is asked by 

the priests and Levites, “Who are you?” 20He confessed and did not deny it, but 

confessed, and told them “I am not the Messiah.”  Clear.  Precise.  Humble.  This is 

the starting point for any faith that has integrity. 

 But it is only the starting point.  In this world where self-esteem and self-

image is so tricky, it would seem that this is unnecessarily down on what it means 



to be human; it sounds wrong to admit we are not worthy of God, nor really 

capable of figuring things out on our own. 

 We need to read on, for our passage makes something else clear:  being 

honestly humble is not wrong, but it is incomplete.  We are not in and of ourselves 

worthy of God’s love and grace, BUT GOD HAS PROCLAIMED THESE GIFTS 

GIVEN NONETHELESS!  We are not capable of figuring out our lives on our own, 

but WE ARE NOT ALONE!  We are in a world that is depressingly off-track for 

so much of history, BUT WE HAVE A PART TO PLAY IN IT’S REDEMPTION!  We 

are the ones, like John, who have a message the world is desperate to hear, one 

spoken less with words and more with loving action.  We are the representatives 

of Christ to a world that does not recognize him, a world that needs translators 

of radiance and spirit and truth and love that makes hope more than a dream.  We 

are the ones who try to speak into the wilderness of a world gone astray the 

aspiring message of a God who is with us in all things, who loves us even when we 

don’t love ourselves very much, who cares beyond the confines of our 

comprehension, and whose love is the one constant in the universe.  This is who we 

are, as followers of Jesus; this is who God claims to be of immeasurable worth in 

God’s representational enterprise called “the faithful.”  We are first humbled by 

God, but then embraced by God, and Christ has shown us how this works.  “Follow 

me,” he says, “and leave the rest up to God.”   

 

 

 


