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Introduction to Scripture


Our reading for today comes to us from the prophet identified by the scholars as Third Isaiah, a prophet who was active in Jerusalem after the return of the exiles from Babylon. There is a spirit of disappointment and frustration abroad in the land – the exiles had come back to Jerusalem after two generations in exile with hope for a renewed life together, but the reality was that the economy was slow to revive, militarily the country was but a shadow of its former self, agriculture was in decline, housing was unavailable for many, poverty and hunger stalked the land. What had happened, the people wondered, to God’s glowing promises? After all, they had been quite meticulous in following what we might call the religious “Standard Operating Procedures” – they had fasted, they had come to the Temple daily, they had raised their petitions to God in prayer. What were they doing wrong? Is there hope for restoration?

----------


“And you shall be like a watered garden.” What an image for a restored community, for a restored soul!


It is a powerful image, because we know what an unwatered garden is like. 

An unwatered garden is like the planter filled with mint, left untended on our deck for three days in the midsummer heat: the stems no longer erect and proud in their swaying vigor, but instead drooping sluggishly downward over the planter’s edge, the leaves no longer that fresh minty-green, now a weary dusty brown shade, the scent no longer reminiscent of a refreshing iced tea, but now a musty, baked odor.


An unwatered garden is like a lawn parched by a summer’s drought, crabgrass running rampant where the fescue, gone dormant, has turned straw-colored and brittle underfoot.

An unwatered garden is like the neglected perennial bed, where in place of the expected kaleidoscope of sunflower and poppies, honeysuckle and lavender, catmint and beebalm, the monochromatic mass of blackened deadheads and flattened stalks brings to mind nothing so much as a bleak Soviet-era apartment block complex.

Gardeners know that an unwatered garden is about more than water-starved flowers and plants, shrubs and trees – an unwatered garden is a cry of despair and a funeral dirge of loss of hope. An unwatered garden moans not only of the loss of present enjoyment, but also of the foreclosure of a future harvest. An unwatered garden, for those attuned to the natural world, is a matter not only of the body, but of the soul as well.

For we need the healing a garden – a watered garden -- can provide. Donna Sinclair, writing in “The Spirituality of Gardening” reminds us 

“We need healing from a world that tears us away from that right order. And that’s what gardens provide. In a world of sensory overload, with too much noise and too much harsh light, gardens offer a certain silence, a quality of light, smell, texture, and color. In the garden we step away from e-mail and ringing phones; not quite back a century, that’s not possible for 21st century minds. But we can reach for what climate change, noise and light pollution try to steal from us: the rightful rhythm of sun and shade, the healing touch of sun on skin, night with darkness and starlight, and morning birdsong.” (The Spirituality of Gardening, p. 88).


Isaiah’s contemporaries in Jerusalem were in need of that healing. They were, they knew, like an unwatered garden. Not only physically, as a society on the verge of starvation, with poverty claiming many, with the powerful exploiting the poor, with each person looking out only for themselves, but spiritually as well. Seeking answers to their own questions, seeking relief for their own needs, they dutifully and yet proudly go through the prescribed religious motions, hoping that this show of piety will compel their God to hear their pleas, give ear to their cries, to comply with their wishes. But nothing changes. And their garden bakes under the fire of the relentless sun.


Enter Isaiah, bringing God’s word to the people of Jerusalem, to the priests who have emphasized rote practice over true belief, ritual over behavior.  If you want God to hear you, if you want to be saved, here is what you have to do: the fast God wants is for you to care for the poor, set them free from oppression, release them from the bonds of poverty. And here are some practical ways you might do just that: share your bread with the hungry, clothe the naked, shelter the homeless. 


In short, be a gardener, and you shall be like a watered garden.


Don’t just look up to God – look out for your fellow man.


Don’t merely look inward, thinking only of your own needs and problems – look outward to see the needs and problems of the community you have been blessed to be a part of.


Be a gardener, and you shall be like a watered garden.


Friends, this is way beyond “the power of positive thinking”. This is a call to the power of positive doing. You have a role to play in the matter of your salvation, and that of the community as well, a role that goes well beyond praying for your wants and needs. Make a difference, and you will be different. Get to work, and you will be a new piece of work. If you want to be a watered garden, then get out into someone else’s parched back yard.


Be a gardener, and you shall be like a watered garden.


Manifest the compassionate heart of God and you, singular, and you, plural, the community, you will be restored. Attend to justice and righteousness and you will be living in the light of God; attend to the entire community, particular those in the most need, and your reward shall be before and within you: your light shall rise in the darkness, your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt, your bones will be made strong, and you shall be like a watered garden.


Good News for the people of Isaiah’s day. Good News for us as well. Amen.
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