B. 23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time #1                                                              Is 35: 4-7

Background

Ch 35, a mere ten verses, gives a vision of the final state of affairs as God originally intended them. The vision is both global and eschatological. While it does not yet exist, it will some day, a time when all the earth and everything and everyone in it will be as it should be.

The imagery used in this chapter is drawn from other parts of Isaiah, especially chs 40-55 (the highway from 40:3; the streams in the desert from 43:19; 44:3; the promise of return and restoration from 55:11). This chapter is a concluding summary of hope built upon the prophecies of ch 1-33. Its (later) insertion here enabled ch 40-55 to be joined to the collection with ch 36-39, which originally belonged to 1 & 2 Kings, to be inserted between them.

Text

Vv. 1-3 are not in the liturgical text

v. 1 the desert will exult: The usual experience of the desert as arid and humorless will be changed in the final state of things. The world environment will be a fertile and happy place. Its inhabitants will not creep, but dance, will not howl but sing. The seer sees even the physical environment as having been adversely affected by human sin. In his view, the desert was not God’s doing, but human undoing as a result of sin.

v. 2 the glory of Lebanon…the splendor of Carmel and Sharon: The most barren tracts of land will become like the plush forests of Lebanon and the lush pastures of Carmel and Sharon. These three areas made up the most beautiful and bountiful parts of an otherwise rocky and uninviting Palestine. Again, the present situation, even as it pertains to the natural environment, will be reversed.

They will see the glory of the Lord: “Glory” is used in scripture to indicate when the hidden presence of God (often hidden because of sin) becomes manifest, able to be seen by human eyes. The pronoun for “they” (hemma) is actually used here for emphasis. Who is “they?” Everyone, all creation. Originally, the promise was to the returning exiles (40: 3, 5: 60:1), now, years later, it has become detached from its historical context and applied to all creation. This provides an example of a process which goes on within scripture and certainly within our own present day lives  when sacred writers and we, ourselves, apply truths revealed in one context to another ( current) situation. We abstract the historical details, but keep and apply the principle to a new context, our own.

v. 3 strengthen the hands that are feeble: This is a poetic way of saying: be strong and endure oppression. The awareness of what is in store in the future will serve as an incentive to be courageous and persevering because the time of completion is on the horizon. This is apparently God speaking to the prophet, commanding him to speak the vision so his people will keep a cheerful faith.

v. 4 say to those whose hearts are frightened : Be strong, fear not: The command in v. 3 is repeated in different words using different images. Typically, in Hebraic poetry, it is the idea which rhymes, rather than the words.

God…comes with vindication: “Vindication” carries the idea of justice and that is true enough. However, it also carries the idea of “vengeance.” We bristle at the notion of God taking vengeance. It seems unchristian of him. However, the Hb word used (naqam) means “vengeance” and implies “blood  vengeance.” Vengeance and revenge seem unethical even for God. The concept must be seen in the light of God’s holiness and justice. God did say in Dt 32:35 and 41: “Vengeance is mine…I will recompense those who hate me.” God cannot be true to his character (his name) of holiness and justice if he allows sin and rebellion to go unpunished. The prophets and Jesus all taught that the day would come when God would “set the record straight.” Yet, the Bible balances this with the greatness of God’s mercy. He is not  only the God of wrath, but he must be that if his mercy is to have any meaning. What would he be merciful about otherwise? His mercy only makes sense in light of his justice. So, when he comes he will set creation straight by transforming it into all he intended it to be before humans messed it up by sin. And he will straighten those out those who messed it up in the first place. The prophet says, “You can bet on it.”

With divine recompense he comes to save you: Remember we are in the OT. The Hb word used, gemul, can mean recompense, a rendering of good or evil to someone. But, in the context of “save” it obviously means “good,” more in the sense of “reward.” Remember Jesus used “reward” language, but not in the sense that we earn God’s favor and he owes us something. Rather, it is a more-than-generous response by God for our limited generosity to him. 

v. 5 then will the eyes of the blind be opened: In 42:18f “blindness” and “deafness” are used metaphorically to indicate the spiritual condition of Israel in exile. Not so here. The author, thinking of the coming age of salvation,  means this literally, i.e., the physically disabled. One’s spiritual eyes had better have been opened before that day of reckoning.

The ears of the deaf will be cleared: Another physical disability is singled out. In v. 6  “lameness” and “dumbness” are mentioned. The point becomes obvious. All deformities, disabilities and physical irregularities will be corrected in the final analysis.

vv. 6b – 8a: The prophet shifts his attention from  people back to natural phenomena with which the chapter began. Streams will rise up in the midst of the desert; sands and dry ground will turn into pools of water. Originally, the promise was that God would take exceptional measures to ensure that his people returning from exile across the desert would be able to do so with ease, just as he split the Red Sea in two. Now,  it is seen in a broader light . It becomes a sign of the abundance of life in the eschatological age.

Vv. 8-10 are not in the liturgical text

v. 8b no unclean…no fools: “Unclean” covers those who break the Law as understood by the Priestly tradition. “Fools” cover those who disregard God as understood by the Wisdom tradition. Unlike the present age which tolerates the unclean and foolish, the new age will have sorted out human beings, allowing only the “just” to abide there. Therefore, the renewed creation will not return to a sinful state, resulting in deformity, disability and infertility.

v. 9 no lion…no beast of prey: Even the animal kingdom will be sorted out. Animals will no longer threaten humans or other animals. There will be no fear. The highway of v. 8, reminiscent of the great return from Babylonian exile, will be reserved for the redeemed only.

v. 10 those whom the Lord has ransomed will return: The original setting for the promise of a return is the Babylonian exile (51:11). This has been extended to mean the ultimate (historical) return of all Jews scattered throughout the world (the Diaspora) to their homeland. At least, that is how a Jew would read and interpret this text. Christians have an even broader perspective and see this text as referring to the final outcome of things at the End Time. This and other texts like it would support the belief that at the end the earth will be transformed, not destroyed. All of God’s creation will share in the glory of Christ. Everything will benefit by his redemption of humanity in an unending age of peace, prosperity ,righteousness and especially, everlasting joy. This is described here as a “return” of the ransomed or redeemed. For humans who have never experienced life as it should be this will be more of a transformation or transfiguration than a return.

Reflection

The prophet who wrote these words believed in his vision. He believed these things would actually happen. He knew that things weren’t right. People should  not have to suffer disabilities and deformities. The land should not have to be arid and barren. The desert need not exist. The lion need not be so scary. The list goes on. It was his way of saying in 5th century B.C. terms that things aren’t the way God intended them to be and that one day they will be. Why? Because God is God and he promised so. He keeps his word. When? Don’t know, but when you see strange things happening, like the blind seeing and the deaf hearing, you’ll know the end is starting.

We know now that people who have been blind from birth or deaf or lame, etc. and who undergo near-death experiences, i.e. who come back to life after being declared clinically dead, experienced themselves as seeing or hearing or walking while supposedly dead. When they “return” they are blind or deaf or lame again. During that very brief period when they are “not alive” by earth-terms, they have no physical deformities or disabilities. The experience of these folks indicates that in the world beyond this one we keep our bodies in some sense, at least, but that they are freed (ransomed) from deformities and disabilities. In that world we will never cease being human, which means being embodied spirits. We need our bodies to experience and communicate, both of which continue in the other dimension.

Upon reflection, Isaiah’s idyllic picture of the transformed world does not seem to be all that far-fetched. It is not merely fantasy or even hyperbole. He is saying, prompted by the Holy Spirit, that our world will be redeemed along with us. God won’t throw it away after we have used and abused it. It will be transformed to become the ideal setting or environment for people without sin to live in and enjoy. He is also saying that God will do this. He does not say how he will. Since Christ, we believers see advances in science and medicine, environmental clean-ups, ecological balancing, space explorations, etc. as signs of the growing nearness of that great day of reckoning. Not only humanity but also all the earth (as well as this galaxy and whatever others there may be) are all moving toward a point of denouement.

The prophet recognizes that, in the meantime, people can be faithful regardless of the environment. The ideal set of circumstances will one day exist and exist forever. Until that day comes fidelity means we make our contribution to hastening that day by respecting the environment, promoting its development and contributing to the elimination of all evils, including physical  ones.

It is precisely this vision and others like it that enable us to see through the smog and smut to the beauty beyond them, to go beyond the deformities and disabilities to the beauty within them, to refuse to give in to discouragement or the false belief (or excuse) that nothing can be done or that one is too insignificant to make a difference. The eternal vision gives courage and stamina as well as direction to our earth-bound lives.

Just as the prophet went beyond the limits of the historical return of his people from exile to see a broader and more encompassing truth, so we go beyond his limits and see an even broader and truer vision. Scripture is talking about a heaven which includes earth even as it transcends it. Exactly how God is going to work this out we do not know, just as we still don’t know how he managed to create earth in the first place. The vision of the future becomes our blueprint or template for behavior in the present. We direct our actions according to it. We “fill in the blanks.” Far from utopian speculation, this vision becomes not merely something we believe, but something we believe in, into present reality by enfleshing these words in our daily actions.

Key Notions

1. Physical deformities and disabilities were never part of God’s original plan, but the historical result of human sin.

2. Without God’s intervention human sin would destroy the environment, turning everything into a desert waste.

3. When humans cooperate with God’s plan the harm humans have done is undone and truth, goodness and beuty reign (and rain) upon the earth.

4. The earth will not be destroyed but transformed by God.

Food For Thought

1. Disease, Deformity, and Disability: Bad things, such as disease, deformity, and disability, can happen to a person as a result of their own behavior. However, that is not always so. The universe, including earth, is a closed system. That is to say that everything that happens within it affects every other part of it. This effect may be minimal at first, but it can grow and snowball. That’s what happened with sin. Since sin is foreign to the original creation it has an adverse effect upon the whole. At first, it might be like a single germ that self-replicates until its growth and spread is epidemic or even pandemic. Thus sin (or more correctly, its effects) is in the air, so to speak. We breathe its pollutants without even knowing it, unless they are so numerous that they are undeniably obvious, like foul air. Now, just about everybody would recognize how human greed (sin) has adversely affected our physical environment- air, sea, sound and earth. Curiously, many of those same people do not recognize the adverse effect on the human environment. People who suffer from physical and emotional diseases, deformities and disabilities are victims (personally innocent) of the cumulative effects of sins committed maybe as long ago as the beginning of the human race. They have innocently been caught by sin while they were standing on the highway of life, infected with its evil. But there is hope for them and for all of us. The Lord tells us that our bodies in the eternal realm will have none of the adverse effects of sin. They will be transformed to fit and fit into the new environment. Moreover, he tells us that that transformation begins here and now. We are never to give up on anyone with a disease, deformity or disability, nor are they to give up on themselves. These three “D’s” are the devil’s doing, not God’s. While their existence is not to be denied or minimized and they are to be accepted as really there, they are not to be fatalistically accepted. They are to be fought, and if not overcome completely, at least compensated for by a daily discipline of trumping their ill effects with positive behaviors. The diseased, deformed and disabled are not to use their condition, innocently acquired or inherited, as excuses to be anything less than fully human.

2. Metaphors: Of course, there is more than one dimension to physical diseases, deformities and disabilities. Because these affect humans they also have an emotional and spiritual component and dimension to them. And they can be seen by those who are not physically affected by them as metaphors for the emotional and spiritual diseases, deformities, and disabilities that exist within everyone with or without the physical. Ironically, the Lord promises to heal the physical at the point of death, the point of entry into eternity. However, he also tells us that the emotional and spiritual “”D’s” can and must be healed  (or on the road to recovery) before physical death. All the prophets and especially Jesus preached the need for personal reform before it was too late. That means we can easily get into heaven if we are merely physically blind, but never will if we are spiritually blind. The new environment foreseen and promised by this prophetic vision is guaranteed to come true, but not automatically true for everyone. The unbeliever may look upon the physically diseased, deformed, and disabled as among the worst fated of humans. But the truth is they have a well-founded hope for eventual relief and release from those physical bonds. Ironically, it is the unbeliever who is emotionally or spiritually disadvantaged who will really die because of his/her more-than-physical maladies. Learning to read Braille, walk with a cane, hear with a hearing aid, etc. represent triumphs over sin/evil/disease/deformity/disability. Such determined triumphs are precursors of the final triumph at the end. Such folks are signs to us, sacramental signs, of the glory and triumph of God who works in and with the human spirit to show us that evil can never really win.
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