
THE MIGHTY SHEPHERD
Isaiah 40:9-11

WARRIOR AND SHEPHERD
This month the new U.S. Capitol Visitor Center in DC opened with great fanfare. Philip Kennicott of the Washington Post reflected on how the U.S. Capitol has two very different faces. The back side of the building, which faces the Mall, has become a grand, ceremonial front with the addition of dramatic stairs, terraces and landscaping that emphasize its prominence on a hill. To the east, the old "front" of the Capitol, by contrast, is more modest, accessible and is, in Kennicott’s words, pastoral. Before ground was broken for the new Capitol Visitor Center in 2000, he says you could stand on the east side of the Capitol and imagine cows and sheep grazing.
Kennicott writes that this duality -- grandeur and authority versus simplicity and openness -- also expresses an ideal of government. To survive, a republic must have authority, tradition and ceremonies. But it must also have its common side which allows the people to wander the halls of power as equals with their legislators. 1

This duality of grandeur and authority versus simplicity and openness as an ideal for government goes way back. As a matter of fact, we can trace this ideal as far back as 500 years before Jesus was born. A Hebrew prophet in Babylon sang a song of freedom for those exiles who had lived far from home for at least forty-seven years. The prophet sang to complete the earlier prophecy of Isaiah of Jerusalem by proclaiming that the Lord was building a superhighway between Babylon and Jerusalem across the Saudi Arabian desert. All they had to do was follow their God on the way back home again. The prophet gave them hope by singing a song. 

Songs are powerful! In March of this year John Mellencamp was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Mellencamp ended his acceptance speech with these words: “You know, the sword is a mighty weapon, but it ain’t nothing compared to the songs and the words in the songs that we sing, so thanks a lot.” As Mellencamp reminds us, songwriters believe that the pen is mightier than the sword. 

In our Bible this singer, whom we call Second Isaiah, read the morning papers and saw that Cyrus of Persia (which is now southern Iran) was conquering the Babylonian empire (which is now Iraq). Isn’t that interesting in light of today’s news?  Cyrus would be the new government leader over the people of Israel, but he was, however, a different kind of government leader. He didn’t want to keep conquered people in exile far from their home. Cyrus the Persian wanted to send the people back to their home and even promised to give them money to restore their house of worship. Like the two faces of our Capitol, Cyrus’ throne room had two faces as well—the power of military might and the gentleness to let people go home again. 
In fact, Isaiah calls Cyrus both a messiah and a shepherd. Notice that in 45:1 the singer calls Cyrus “the anointed,” which is the word for “Messiah,” even though Cyrus was not Jewish and, according to 45:4-5 Cyrus does not even know the Lord. Not only is Cyrus called a messiah, but Isaiah also proclaims that the Lord says of Cyrus, “He is my shepherd, and he shall carry out all my purpose” (44:28). According to the singer, Cyrus is both messiah and shepherd. 

And here we have Isaiah telling us that this ideal for government--grandeur and authority versus simplicity and openness—comes not from King Cyrus but from the Lord of Israel and the Creator of the universe. Cyrus is an earthly model of a heavenly Lord. In verses 10-11 of chapter 40, the prophet sings, 
See, the Lord GOD comes with might,

and his arm rules for him;

his reward is with him,

and his recompense before him.
He will feed his flock like a shepherd;

he will gather the lambs in his arms,

and carry them in his bosom,

and gently lead the mother sheep. 

Isaiah 40 begins with the command, “Comfort ye my people!” Abraham Heschel writes, “This is prophecy tempered with human tears, mixed with a joy that heals all scars, clearing a way for understanding the future in spite of the present. No words have ever gone further in offering comfort when the sick world cries.” 2 

And here in verses 10-11 Second Isaiah gives us the reason they are comforted. The Lord is working through Cyrus the mighty warrior and gentle shepherd to bring the people home. Like Cyrus, the Lord is a mighty warrior who brings the spoils of war home, but these items are not gold, silver, animals and slaves. The spoils of war are God’s own children--lambs and their nursing mothers. 
As one commentator writes, “In the language of Second Isaiah, God’s mighty arm is not that of an arbitrary tyrant but that of a gentle shepherd who carries her flock in her bosom. Her gentle nurture is indeed mighty, and her might is her gentle nurture. This is no ordinary shepherd.” 3 
Like those people in exile in Babylon, we, too, live in stressful times. Times are tough! We worry about the economy, about our job and about our family. We wonder if our Lord is strong enough to help us and if the Lord really cares about us.  “You know, the sword is a mighty weapon, but it ain’t nothing compared to the songs and the words in the songs that we sing.” What song can we sing to help us in these days? 
MUSIC AND MESSAGE


One summer night in 1741, Charles Jennens dropped off a manuscript he thought Georg Frideric Handel might develop into an English oratorio. All of a sudden harmonies of mighty choruses and the music of orchestra and organ flooded Handel’s mind. In twenty-four days Handel completed the musical score for Messiah.


The first words of Messiah are come from Isaiah 40:1: “Comfort ye my people!” and the first of the three parts of the oratorio celebrates the prophecy and birth of this coming Messiah. On this last Sunday of Advent, we come to the conclusion of this Advent section of Messiah, and again we find help in the song of Isaiah 40, verse 11: He shall feed his flock like a shepherd; and he shall gather the lambs with his arm, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those who are with young. Then Jennens jumps to Matthew 11:28-29: Come unto him all ye that labor, that are heavy laden, and he will give you rest. Take his yoke upon you, and learn of him, for he is meek and lowly of heart, and ye shall find rest unto your souls. The choir concludes the Advent section with, His yoke is easy and his burden light (Matthew 11:30).

Listen for the way Jennens and Handel move from Old Testament to New—from the Gentle Shepherd of Isaiah 40:11 to Matthew’s shepherd who promises to share our burden by yoking with us. Each time I hear these two airs I gently sway with a feeling of peace and well-being. In a few minutes Nancy and Myra will offer the two solos from Isaiah and Matthew. When they sing, notice that one begins where the other ends and that the melody stays the same in both airs. The only difference is that the second is in a higher key. Through the music Jennens and Handel affirm that both books—Isaiah and Matthew—and both testaments—Old and New—have the same melody and message. This message is that the promise of Isaiah is brought to completion in the birth and ministry of Jesus who is the powerful yet gentle shepherd.

Like the two faces of the U.S. Capitol and like the leadership of Cyrus the Persian, our Messiah is both powerful warrior and gentle shepherd. Strength and compassion are not incompatible in government and not incompatible in religion. Here power is made perfect in weakness because this king is born not in a palace but in a rented stable. The message of Christmas is that the promise for “comfort” over 2,500 years ago has a name, and that name is “Jesus.” 
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