August 15, 2010                                                             Isaiah 1: 1-2, 7-20

Prayer: Dear God, We pray for your blessing upon this service. May we hear 
a word from you on this day. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Climbing mountains

I’ve been reading books this summer about mountain climbing gone awry – Jon Krakauer’s Into Thin Air and Greg Mortenson’s Three Cups of Tea.

        While both talk about the incredible fitness and stamina of mountain climbers, they also draw a somewhat ugly portrait of people who come from all over the world to assault Mount Everest in Nepal and K2 in Pakistan. 


Into Thin Air is the story of the deadliest season on Mount Everest – when 11 people died in May 1996. Thirty expeditions were on the mountain at one time, and Krakauer paints a picture of rich, inexperienced climbers paying $20,000 to $70,000 to have experienced guides and native Sherpas get them to the summit.


The climbers didn’t carry anything but their own gear. The Sherpas, who are the natives of the Himalaya Mountains, carried loads, installed ladders and ropes on the trail, put up tents and cooked. When the climbers got into trouble, the Sherpas had to go out and rescue them.


Krakauer also tells of how climbers have polluted Mount Everest, leaving empty bottles of oxygen and other waste all over the mountainside. 
When Krakauer himself reached the summit -- what people call “the roof of the world” -- he found an empty oxygen bottle and a rusty flagpole.


Greg Mortenson tried to climb K2 in Pakistan in 1993. K2 is the world’s second highest mountain, after Everest.


He didn’t make it to the top, and wandered disoriented and lost into a village of the Balti people who live high in the remote mountains of Pakistan. Like the Sherpas of Nepal, the Balti porters guide expeditions onto their mountains and get people out of trouble.


Mortenson recuperated in the village of Korphe, where the family of the village chief took care of him and served him endless cups of salt green tea with rancid yak butter.   


And here is what the chief told him: “The first time you share tea with a Balti, you are a stranger. The second time you take tea, you are an honored guest. The third time you share a cup of tea, you become part of the family.” 


That’s where he got the title for his book. Three Cups of Tea.


As he got stronger, the tall, young American began walking around the village. One day, he came upon a group of children, outside in the cold, using sticks to draw in the sand.  That was the closest they had to a school.


Mortenson made a promise to the village elders that he’d raise the money to build them a school. Back home in the United States, it took him three years to raise the money. He then had to build a sturdy bridge to get the materials across a wild river near the Pakistani village. Only then could he build a four-room schoolhouse. But he did it.

Now, 17 years later, Mortenson has built 131 schools, mostly for girls, in rural villages across Pakistan and neighboring Afghanistan. He speaks to Congress and to the American military about fighting terrorism with schools instead of bombs.


But it has been incredibly difficult for him personally. He leaves his family in Montana to spend half of each year in the remote corners of these dangerous places. In 1996, he was kidnapped and held for eight days by the Taliban on Pakistan’s tribal frontier. In 2003, he escaped a firefight between feuding warlords in Afghanistan.  


He has faced two fatwahs – or calls for his death – from Islamic clerics who believe girls should not be educated. He’s been investigated by the CIA. And after 9/11, he endured death threats from fellow Americans for helping to educate Muslim children.


When journalists back in the United States began to take note of Mortenson’s work, some mountain climbers rallied to his cause. Jon Krakauer spoke at a fundraiser for him.


And what he basically said was that a lot of people from America and Japan and Europe and Africa had visited Nepal and Tibet and Pakistan for decades, climbing their mountains. But until Mortenson, few had attempted to build bridges to those cultures. Few had attempted to do anything beyond using their people as rescuers and cooks and tent erectors and pack animals.


 Mortenson is the son of Lutheran missionaries, but there is hardly a whiff of Christian doctrine in Three Cups of Tea. He has a hard enough time making inroads into the predominantly Muslim villages, and if he portrayed his work as overtly Christian, I imagine he wouldn’t get in at all. Instead, he portrays his school-building as a means of peacemaking, of making Americans allies and friends of the Pakistanis and Afghans.

In an interview with the Houston Chronicle, Mortenson said he feels he is following God’s call. His actions, not his words, are how he expresses his Christian faith.


But the fact that he’s living the gospel and not verbally preaching it isn’t good enough for some so-called Christian bloggers, safely in front of their computers back in the United States. One woman complained that his  schools aren’t teaching Christianity: “Education without a Christian moral foundation produces only educated fools,” she blogged.

And a man wrote that Three Cups of Tea does not “acknowledge God as the One who has ultimately preserved Mortenson's life and granted him the ability to do so much for the impoverished children of Pakistan. This oversight negates much of the power of the book, at least in my eyes.”


Unlike his critics who are completely comfortable insisting that God 

is on their side, Mortenson is not. 

         “If God is on anyone’s side,” he told the Houston Chronicle, “he’s on the side of the refugees, the orphans, the widows, the 78,000 wounded veterans.” Until all those people are helped and all those needs are met, “none of us have the right to say God is on our side.”

Mortenson is cut from the mold of the Old Testament prophets.

 In this morning’s Scripture passage, we are going to look at some of the first words from the prophet Isaiah, who lived 700 years before Christ. We’re going to see how shockingly current some of his words are.

In Isaiah’s day, Israel was divided into the Northern and Southern Kingdoms. The Northern Kingdom fell to Assyria in 722 B.C.E. But 20 years later, Judah, the Southern Kingdom, was still hanging on as an independent nation.


Assyria, however, was causing problems. At the time Isaiah was writing, we think Assyria had come in and laid waste to Judah and its capital, Jerusalem. The kingdom didn’t fall, but people were asking what they’d done wrong, why God was allowing the cruel and mighty Assyrians to threaten them this way.


 Isaiah’s answer is that they were making a mockery of God’s law. Please turn with me to Isaiah 1: 1-2, 7-20. In the interest of time, we’re going to skip some verses in between, but I think you’ll be able to get the gist. 
1The vision of Isaiah son of Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah. 

 
2 Hear, O heavens, and listen, O earth;
   for the Lord has spoken:
I reared children and brought them up,
   but they have rebelled against me. ….

7 Your country lies desolate,
   your cities are burned with fire;
in your very presence
   aliens devour your land;
   it is desolate, as overthrown by foreigners. 
8 And daughter Zion is left
   like a booth in a vineyard,
like a shelter in a cucumber field,
   like a besieged city. 
9 If the Lord of hosts
   had not left us a few survivors,
we would have been like Sodom,
   and become like Gomorrah. 


10 Hear the word of the Lord,
   you rulers of Sodom!
Listen to the teaching of our God,
   you people of Gomorrah! 
11 What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?
   says the Lord;
I have had enough of burnt-offerings of rams
   and the fat of fed beasts;
I do not delight in the blood of bulls,
   or of lambs, or of goats. 


12 When you come to appear before me,*
   who asked this from your hand?
   Trample my courts no more; 
13 bringing offerings is futile;
   incense is an abomination to me.
New moon and sabbath and calling of convocation—
   I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity. 
14 Your new moons and your appointed festivals
   my soul hates;
they have become a burden to me,
   I am weary of bearing them. 
15 When you stretch out your hands,
   I will hide my eyes from you;
even though you make many prayers,
   I will not listen;
   your hands are full of blood. 
16 Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;
   remove the evil of your doings
   from before my eyes;
cease to do evil, 
17   learn to do good;
seek justice,
   rescue the oppressed,
defend the orphan,
   plead for the widow. 


18 Come now, let us argue it out,
   says the Lord:
though your sins are like scarlet,
   they shall be like snow;
though they are red like crimson,
   they shall become like wool. 
19 If you are willing and obedient,
   you shall eat the good of the land; 
20 but if you refuse and rebel,
   you shall be devoured by the sword;
   for the mouth of the Lord has spoken. 


Now all these things that God is despising are the very things he has previously commanded back in the first books of the Bible, the  Law of Moses. Burnt offerings. Observing the Sabbath. Convocations. Religious festivals. Prayers.


He commanded the Jews to do all these things. But something has happened. And in trying to explain how Judah has fallen out of favor and is suffering raids from Assyria, Isaiah says there’s something profoundly wrong underneath the religious piety. 


“Remove the evil of your doing from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the orphan, plead for the widow.”


Oh, my goodness. I can almost hear Jesus speaking these words, 700 years before he walked on earth. 

Isaiah is getting to the meaning behind the law. The law was enacted as a way to show love and obedience to the God of Israel. But God is accusing his people of emptiness. They’re going through the motions. They’re burning sacrifices and incense and meeting in assemblies and praying and not working on the Sabbath.  


But there’s nothing behind it. Their gestures are empty, even evil.


Sometimes, it’s hard to relate the Old Testament to our lives. And sometimes it’s not.


Because how many of our churches are filled with people going through rituals, and turning their backs on the oppressed, the orphaned, the widowed? 


How many people sit in the comfort of their own homes and point fingers at those working toward justice because they’re not proclaiming the rituals loudly enough to suit them?


According to Isaiah, such behavior is an abomination to the Lord.

You have probably heard the uproar over the past 10 days about author Anne Rice’s repudiation of Christianity. Not Christ, mind you, just her fellow Christians. 


For decades, Anne Rice was the best-selling author of vampire books. She published 25 of them in 25 years. But then in her early 60s, she returned to her Christian roots and wrote a novel about Jesus as a 7-year-old boy, Christ the Lord: Out of Egypt.

She announced that she would write Christian books from then on. Now she’s in her late 60s, and she still intends to keep writing about Christ. What she doesn’t intend to do is follow the self-righteous proclamations of  people who insist that to be Christian is to be anti-gay, anti-feminist, anti-birth-control, anti-science, anti-building-schools-for- Muslim-girls-in-Pakistan.


  This notion that Christians can be the worst messengers for our Lord is nothing new. When I was at First Baptist Greenville, I had a friend who was searching for a church home. I told him, “You have got to visit First Baptist. It is warm and welcoming and theologically solid. It is everything you are looking for.”


“Oh, I know,” he said. “But I could never get my wife inside a building with the word ‘Baptist’ on the sign.”


I was working with a family on a funeral service this week, and the widower, understandably, asked about my view of heaven and eternity. I told him honestly that I simply do not know. The biblical pictures are so poetic and metaphorical that the only thing I am sure of is that it is a dimension where God will dwell among mortals.


I was sorry that I couldn’t answer him more specifically, but intelligent people disagree violently on all manner of Christian doctrine. That’s why we have so many denominations. What we cannot disagree on, I told him, is the clarity with which the Bible tells us to “do good, seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.”  Just as Isaiah said.  Just as Jesus said.

When Jon Krakauer, the man who made it to the top of Mount Everest and was disappointed by what he found there, introduced Greg Mortenson, a man who failed to summit K2, he read a poem by William Butler Yeats. That poem was “The Second Coming.”

Turning and  turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
  
 Yeats’ poem says “the best people” lack conviction, while the worst people are passionate about their causes. When Krakauer chose that poem, I’m not sure if he was thinking of the Taliban or his fellow climbers, who use the world’s resources and leave the hardworking Sherpas and Balti people as they found them. 


Or maybe he was referencing all of us who perform empty rituals and demand conformity and deride the intentions of those whose gospel is in their living rather than their speaking.  
      Amen.
