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THE INWARD CALL (49:1-3)

I want to speak today about call, and specifically about your call to be a servant of the Lord. Many of us, and especially our youth and young adults, are very concerned about the will of God for our lives. We want to know what the Lord wants us to be and to do. Vienna Baptist Church is in the process now of naming our call for this time in our church’s life. You are called by the Lord. I am called by the Lord. We are called by the Lord. How do we know the call of the Lord? When does the call of the Lord come to us? What is the call about, anyway? 


For these Sundays of January we are listening to the Servant Songs of Second Isaiah (chapters 40-55). A brief explanation about these Servant Songs is available on the table in the foyer and on our web site. In these chapters we overhear that someone--a prophet, a king, a community, or even a nation--has been called to be a servant of the Lord. The servant is not clearly named and the characteristics and gifts of the servant are not given. We are sure, however, that the servant clearly hears a call. I hope today to convince you that an aspect of grammar in the Hebrew language will affirm your call and my call today. I’m not kidding!

The first Servant Song ends with the voice of the Lord, “And the coastlands wait for his [the Servant’s] teaching” (42:4b). The second Servant Song begins with the voice of the Servant, “Listen to me, O coastlands,” (49:1). In the first Servant Song the Lord sings a call to the Servant, a task of bringing justice to the earth, and a way without violence or coercion. Now the Servant sings in response to the Lord’s call. Please open your Bible to Isaiah 49.
Listen to me, O coastlands, pay attention, you peoples from far away!

The Lord called me before I was born, while I was in my mother’s womb he named me.

He made my mouth like a sharp sword, in the shadow of his hand he hid me;

He made me a polished arrow, in his quiver he hid me away.
And he said to me, “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified.” (49:1-3)

The Lord’s protection, care and guidance have been there before we were born. If you are wondering about the will of God for your life, listen to your call. In his book, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation, Parker Palmer writes that he now understands that vocation/call/will of God for my life, is not “a goal to be achieved but a gift to be received. Discovering vocation does not mean scrambling toward some prize just beyond my reach but accepting the treasure of true self I already possess. Vocation does not come from a voice ‘out there’ calling me to become something I am not. It comes from a voice ‘in here’ calling me to be the person I was born to be, to fulfill the original selfhood given me at birth by God.” 1 

The call of the Lord comes from within and before we were born. We are hid in the Lord’s quiver and in the shadow of the Lord’s hand to be a servant for the glory of God. That’s what these Servant Songs are about.
“YES, BUT” (49:4)

Last week I gave my article on the Servant Songs to our Outstanding Office Manager, Heidi Kharbanda. I like to give articles to Heidi because she can help me translate my biblical, theological and philosophical language and sentence construction into words you can understand. Just imagine how difficult my communications would be without a Heidi!


After reviewing my article, she said, “You begin a lot of sentences with ‘and.’” And I responded, “It’s because in seminary I took a course in Hebrew.” And please know that I took only one semester of Hebrew and it was my last semester of M.Div. work. And I cannot read the Hebrew text but can only hunt for some words here and there.


And, in spite of my ignorance of the Hebrew language, I learned a few important features of it in that one semester. I learned the importance of waw! Waw (w-a-w) looks in Hebrew like a closing parenthesis—“)” and half of a smiling emoticon in your text message. It is a conjunctive which usually means “and.” Grammarians call it the “waw consecutive.” When we read the Hebrew, many times the lines begin with “and.” I find thirteen waws in these six verses of chapter 49, but only seven “ands” in the NRSV translation. I think the translators agree with Heidi: Don’t include so many “ands.”

When the Hebrew writers tell a story, sometimes they sound like an excited preschooler. “We climbed in the car and then Mom strapped us into our seats and then we drove to the mall and then we went to the movie and then I put a peanut in my nose and then we bought some ice cream and then we came home and then I took a nap!”


That’s the way Second Isaiah sings this second Servant Song with all the waws included: 

1 Listen to me, O coastlands,

[and] pay attention, you peoples from far away!

The Lord called me before I was born,

while I was in my mother’s womb he named me.

2 [And] he made my mouth like a sharp sword,

in the shadow of his hand he hid me;

[and] he made me a polished arrow,

in his quiver he hid me away.

3 And he said to me, “You are my servant,

Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”


Notice, however, that verse 4 does not begin with “and.” It begins with “but”: “But I said.” This translates the same Hebrew letter—waw—but the tone has changed. Something in the Hebrew grammar has changed the translation of waw from “and” to “but.”

The Lord says, “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified,” but the servant says, “Yes, but I have labored in vain, I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity.” When the Lord calls us to be servants, we usually say, “Yes, but!” Do you know anyone who says, “Yes, but!”? The psychiatrist Eric Berne names Why Don’t You--Yes But! one of the most common games that people play at parties and in groups of all kinds, including counseling and psychotherapy. 2 Such games are not recreational but psychological. The game goes like this: 


“My husband always insists on doing our own repairs, and he never builds anything right.”

“Why doesn’t he take a course in carpentry?”

“Yes, but he doesn’t have the time.”

“Why don’t you buy him some good tools?”

“Yes, but he doesn’t know how to use them.”

“Why don’t you have your building done by a carpenter?”

“Yes, but that would cost too much.”

“Why don’t you just accept what he does the way he does it?”

“Yes, but the whole thing might fall down.”  


The servant now plays “Yes but” with the Lord who has called the servant since birth and has hid the servant in safety. The servant reviews the results to date and they appear to be vain, empty, without value. “Yes, I have been called, but I don’t think I have made much difference, God.”
“BUT, YES” (49:5-6)

The Lord says, “You are my servant;” and the servant says, “Yes, but I have labored in vain, I have spent my strength for nothing and emptiness.” Now comes the word of the Lord--the last word, the important word, the word of hope and power. Verse 5 begins, “But the Lord says.” We say, “Yes, but” in unimaginative hopelessness. The Lord answers in hopeful imagination with “But yes!”

The waw consecutive has shaped the way I speak with lots of “ands,” but the waw adversative has shaped my faith. In Hebrew grammar the waw adversative usually precedes a noun or pronoun and marks a contrast. Notice that in verse 4 we translate waw as But I said. And here to begin both verse 5 and also verse 6, the waw can be translated, But the Lord says. 


I believe that the journey of faith is moving back and forth between “Yes but” and “But yes!” In other words, I believe life involves a lot of “buts.” (I imagine that statement reads better than it just sounded.) It’s the difference between “But I said” and “But the Lord says.”

At the time Second Isaiah was singing, the people were saying, “Yes but.” For those in exile in Babylon in 540 B.C.E., they thought their future was fixed, closed and without hope. No matter the words of encouragement, they said, “Yes, but God does not seem able to help us. Yes, but we are stuck here far from Jerusalem. Yes, but we do not have the power to defeat Babylon and go home again.”


And those who were left in Jerusalem looked around at the devastated Temple, demolished city walls, and destroyed city and say, “Yes, we may be in Jerusalem, but God does not seem able to help us. Yes, but we are vulnerable to raids, famine, and disease. Yes, but we do not have the power or means to build our city back again.”


The people of Israel are saying “Yes, but.” The Servant of the Lord gives them a new song from the Lord. The Lord, sings “But yes!”
5 [But] now the Lord says,

who formed me in the womb to be his servant,

to bring Jacob back to him . . . .
6 [But] he [Yahweh] says, 

“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant

to raise up the tribes of Jacob

and to restore the survivors of Israel;

[but] I will give you as a light to the nations,

that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 


The Lord who is both Creator and Redeemer sings that when we have come to the end of our hopes and dreams, the Lord reminds us of our call. Not only that, when we are frustrated so much that we think we have failed in our vocation as servants of the Lord, the Lord not only reminds us of our call but gives us, not a scaled-back call, but a larger vision:

“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant

to raise up the tribes of Jacob

and to restore the survivors of Israel;

[but] I will give you as a light to the nations,

that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 


Second Isaiah has been observing world events and knows that Cyrus the Persian is about to conquer the armies of Babylon. The poet knows that Cyrus is unlike Nebuchadnezzar and other Babylonian leaders in which Saddam Hussein was a fitting example in Iraq, which is modern Babylon. The poet knows that Cyrus will not destroy the people of Israel but will send them home and will give them financial support to rebuild their walls, temple and city. The poet knows that the people in exile in Babylon will soon go back home and the people waiting there in Jerusalem will soon gain support and help. 


But that is too light a thing for the Lord’s servant. The servant is to be “a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” The seemingly impossible dream of going back home is not all that the Lord will do through this Servant. The Servant will also be a light to the nations and proclaim that the God who created the heavens and the earth will do a new thing with any person or group who thinks his/her future is fixed, fated and hopeless. 


How about you? Does the waw adversative make a difference in your life? We watch and hear about the ceremonies in Tucson, Arizona, this week. We are amazed at each bit of good news about Representative Gabrielle Giffords’ progress after being shot in the head. Stephanie Aaron, Giffords’ rabbi, said this week, “Everyone is kind of stranded between a trembling hope and despair.” 3 Isn’t that where you and I are today?

As we live between a kind of trembling hope and despair, each of us at times plays the “Yes but” game. It’s our human nature. It’s what we do best. We need a song. We need a song that doesn’t dwell on our individual sins, our mistakes, our shortcomings and our powerlessness. We need a song that begins “But the Lord says.” But the Lord says, “Your chains are gone; you’ve been set free through amazing grace.” But the Lord says, “Joy has dawned upon the world, promised from creation.” But the Lord says, “You are called to walk as a child of the light.” But the Lord says, “but I will give you as a light to the nations.” It’s the Lord’s song.  It’s the Servant’s song. I pray it will be your song. [sing] “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine! Let it shine, let it shine, let it shine!”
HYMN: I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light
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