B. 29th Sunday in Ordinary Time #1                                                       Is 53: 10-11

Background

These verses come at the end of what is called “The Fourth Suffering Servant Song.” These are poems mysteriously inserted into the text of Second Isaiah, which speak of a servant of Yahweh who will be innocent of sin and wrongdoing, yet will suffer persecution and death at the hands of the unrighteous (but in the “name” of God). Yet, his sufferings will be redemptive, i.e. they will cause the freedom of all those united to him. His sufferings are to be seen like the guilt-offering of the Jewish cult, an acceptable substitute for the sinner. Though others before (and after) this servant have suffered innocently, none have claimed to do so in order that others might be cleansed of their sin and live. These Songs and what they revealed held a special place in the heart of Jesus as well as the early Church. One can almost see Jesus as a result of meditating in these texts, being helped in his awareness of who he was and how he should behave in the face of opposition and persecution. In his person he combined this unique image of “Suffering Servant” with that of “Son of Man.” What resulted was the unique understanding of the promised “Messiah” that Jesus exhibited and accomplished.

Text

v. 10 But the Lord was pleased: The basic meaning of the Hebrew word chaphets, translated here as “was pleased” is “to experience emotional delight.” Of course, attributing human emotions to God is a stretch, but nonetheless an honest attempt to express that God’s will is more than a matter-of-fact decree, that he is actively involved in it. The word is used both of God and humans. It describes, for instance, what men feel when attracted to women (and vice versa) or any other positive emotional reaction. And so, here it is said that God “took delight,” not in watching his servant suffer, but in the fidelity his servant showed in doing so. God could see past the immediate pain to the positive, long-term effect his servant’s suffering would have and that “delighted” him. If God would experience human emotions, “delight” would describe what he would feel.

To crush him in infirmity: This is shocking when first read. Unfortunately, the text is a bit uncertain at this verse. Yet, something very important is being revealed. It is not that the Lord was laughing in delight at the suffering of his faithful servant, a suffering the Lord himself actively and actually caused. Rather, the Lord tolerated the abuse of the servant (by others) in order to accomplish his greater long-range purpose. The Hebrew mentality would be much more comfortable with the way this is put than are we. It was ( and is)  common experience that the good and just suffered innocently, powerlessly, and without just recourse at the hands of the wicked. Though they sometimes questioned the justice of God’s ways, the Jewish people were all too familiar with the scenario.

An offering for sin: This is one word in Hb, ‘asham, a guilt-offering. As described in Lev 5: 14-19, the guilty would offer an expensive animal, a ram, as a substitute, representing himself and his whole family, for himself in atonement for his (and their) sins. Even though he ought to die because he broke faith with God, God accepts the substitute in the place of the sinful family who offered it. Nowhere else in the OT is it stated that a human being’s life can be a guilt-offering, whether in a literal or metaphorical sense, and the Hebrew mentality would not be comfortable with this. (Perhaps this is why the text becomes uncertain and corrupted at this point.). Such an idea is entirely foreign to OT thought. Here the offering of the ‘asham is not for the offerer, not in his behalf or stead, but it is the offerer. God is making (is “pleased to make”) this innocent and obedient servant into the ‘asham himself, so that it is he – as spotless ram or lamb- who pours out his own life’s blood.

He shall see his descendants in a long life: This seems impossible. If he is dead, how will he see his descendants? So, in some sense, he will live, even though he dies. It does not seem to mean merely that he will live on in them, even though he is dead. Yet, that is true in some sense of every one who loves and is loved. Here it seems to be much more cogent, as the next verse, in poetic parallel with this one, indicates.

The will of the Lord shall be accomplished through him: “The will of the Lord” translates the same word as “the Lord was pleased “ at the top of the verse (chaphets). “Through him” means “by what he (the servant) did,” literally, “in (or by) his hand.” The purposes of God clearly cannot be checkmated by death. It is the power of the Lord’s will, his “pleasure,” which will somehow make this poor servant’s voluntary self-sacrifice successful – beyond anyone’s imagining. The sacred author has taken “sacrifice” out of the precincts of the Temple and placed it at the center of daily life, at the very heart of suffering.

v. 11 because of his affliction: The text is disputed here, but the sense of it is “after his terrible suffering.”

 he shall see the light in fullness of days:  After going through all this, the servant will resume his normal happy life. A long and happy life was the greatest blessing imaginable to the Jew of this period. This is the promised outcome of his sacrifice of himself.

Through his suffering: God himself is speaking in this and the next verse. The Hb reads “by his knowledge” and is difficult to reconcile in the context (again the text is corrupted). “Knowledge” here means “experiential knowledge, not book-learning. So it means, “by what he experienced and learned by it” (Recall how Hebrews puts it in Heb 5:8: “He learned obedience through suffering.”).

My servant shall justify many: If the head of the family offered a guilt-offering in his stead and theirs, they would also be justified (restored to the good graces of) before God. That an offering, one sacrifice would justify many would not be so difficult for a Hebrew to accept. Their notion of “corporate personality,” the one is representative of the many, would apply here as elsewhere. The “many” means “all to whom it applies.”

Their guilt he shall bear: “The word for “guilt” (Hb `awon) includes not only the psychological guilt but the actual causative sinful deed as well. The servant suffers innocently. He personally did nothing wrong. But, as a corporate person, he was responsible, not for, though not guilty of, the wrongdoings of his family. And so he suffers vicariously –his “family” did do something wrong. He offers in atonement for all that wrongdoing not a ram or lamb, but himself, his life. This is quite “pleasing” to God.

Reflection

The claim that what Jesus did two thousand years ago affects us today needs some justification. The theology of the Suffering Servant Songs goes a long way to explain it. Near Eastern cultures  (and really all cultures, when one thinks about it) had an underlying notion about reality that was so basic it never got explained or even expressed as such. Scholars call the notion “corporate personality.” It means there is no real (only an apparent) separation between the “individual” and the “group.” The “many” is contained in the one, the whole in the part, and vice versa. So, for example, any part of the body represented the whole body. Thus the psalms will speak of “my eye,” “my ear,” your hand,” etc., meaning “I” or “you,” the whole person, not the body part as such.  The same is true of people. The father of a family contains within himself the entire family and the family contains him. Now, they could see the separation in a physical way - the father was not the son in a physical sense - but in a deeper sense they saw the unity. Thus, if a family member did wrong, the whole family was shamed and ashamed. They were all responsible, if not personally guilty. This notion so permeated the thinking (or pre-thinking) of the average Israelite that it never really came to expression. It was just the way people thought and perceived reality.

When we, in twenty-first century Western civilization, come across this type of thinking we do need an explanation. We do not naturally understand that when the servant suffered innocently that that suffering would atone for the sins of his family automatically. The servant, as representative of the group, did not need to make a guilt or sin offering. The fact that he did (in fact, using himself, his life as the victim for sacrifice) raised the question in the Jewish mind, “Where did the grace of forgiveness for that go? The servant didn’t need it. Who got it?” The answer would be, “His family, of course.” It worked something like an automatic inheritance of the next-of-kin when someone dies.

So, anyone related to Jesus, through conversion and Baptism, would benefit by what he did for his family members. This raises the question, “Over such a long period of time?” Again, the notion of “corporate personality” is not bound by time or generations. Frequently, in the OT we read the phrase  “through all  generations.”  For them, Abraham is not dead. Oh, he’s physically dead, but he lives within the Jewish people of whom he is the “father” or founder. A corollary of the notion of “corporate personality” is the idea that one lived on in one’s children and their children “to the thousandth generation.”

So, what Jesus did he did once and for all. Because he is invisible to the naked eye does not mean that he is dead and gone. When he ran into evil and it attempted to destroy him just because he was good, so good he was sinless, he only seemed to be defeated because he was tortured and put to death. Jesus knew this in advance because he meditated on these texts and understood them as no one had before. He told his disciples about it. However, he also knew that he would be vindicated and rise above it all. Because he did what God revealed and was the first (and only) to do so, he empowered us to repeat it in our lives by his grace and power. Self-sacrifice now replaces animal sacrifice and is effective only if it is related to the self-sacrifice of Jesus. This accomplishes the will of God, which is justice.

We know that those who do injustice (and this includes ourselves) will either have to right the wrong or themselves suffer the consequences. They (and we) are responsible and will be held accountable. However, if we connect with Jesus and stay connected, two things happen. First, we are “justified,” made right with God by virtue of being identified with Jesus. Second, we are empowered to do what Jesus did. We can now suffer injustice (especially because we are linked to Jesus) and rise above it, thereby robbing it of its power and being an example to others of just how really powerless injustice is in the long run. True, injustice can still get us down, but it can no longer keep us down. Every “Good Friday” eventually becomes an “Easter Sunday.”

Key Notions

1. God does not will that we suffer, but he lets us suffer because he sees the possibility of our (and others) learning something important, even vital, from it.

2. A servant does not have to understand his/her master or his overall plan in order to carry out orders or to trust the master.

3. Anyone who suffers adversity and wins benefits not only self but others.

Food For Thought

1. Corporate personality: Surface thinkers cannot see beneath the obvious. They consign and even condemn themselves to only experiencing what is on the surface of life. They will never know, for instance, that underneath the sea the disconnected islands they see on the surface are really connected to each other, like the mountain ranges above. They do not see that we humans are all connected to each other and connected in many different ways and on many levels. First, there is DNA itself, the life chain. Everyone can trace his/her origins all the way back to the first humans and beyond that, to the first forms of life. We are like many separate islands on the surface, all with separate and distinct bodies, but underneath we are all connected. Beyond that basic connection, there are so many others. We are always linking up with each other, forming groups, sharing resources, enjoying being connected and together. We are all “corporate personalities,” not isolated entities. True, for all our linking, we retain our individual and unique identities, like the elements in the DNA chain. Without each one of us the group would be different. In recent times the “individual” aspect of the human person has been stressed to the detriment of the “corporate” aspect and people have come to see themselves as separate from others. This has resulted in many feeling lonely and isolated, stranded on the very island they have declared themselves to be. For such people the idea that a family (or group or team) member can have either a positive or negative effect on all the others is not acceptable. They like to claim that they are unaffected by what others do. They have no notion of their responsibility for the behavior of others of their group. They feel no necessity to lovingly correct an erring member, for they see only the surface of their relationship. Conversely, if a member (say of a team) does well, they feel no part of that victory. Indeed, they may resent it, since they themselves did not “win” or succeed. It is easy to see so much of human woe, loneliness, jealousy and injustice stemming from this fundamental fact, corporate personality, being denied or discounted. It is also easy to see why some such people have a hard time understanding how what Jesus did for us, his family members, benefits us. They would have to argue that what Jesus did (if he did anything at all) he did for himself, not of any benefit to others, except, possibly, as an example to repeat or avoid.

2. Suffering Servant: Even though the Jewish people were quite attuned to the fact that what happens to one of their group affects all of them, they really had a hard time accepting that their expected leader, savior, Messiah, would take the path of suffering and death as the means to accomplish their freedom from human sinfulness and forgiveness of what they had individually and corporately done to displease God. They were much more interested in even-ing the score against their enemies than even-ing the score they had accumulated against God. They were still surface people, despite their grasp of underlying and inner connectedness. Jesus had his work cut out for him. He not only had to fight evil all alone and on evil’s home field, he had to convince the people (that he was fighting for) that he was doing it for them, not himself. He was innocent of evil, but willing to take it on so that they, his loved ones, could be rid of it. Ironically, they (representing us) became the very ones who would kill him, all the while challenging him to prove himself by coming down from the very cross that would save them. As Paul says, “While we were still sinners, he saved us.” Greater love than this no one has.
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