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Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 (NRSV)
1 The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anoint-

ed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the 
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prison-
ers;

2 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our 
God; to comfort all who mourn;

3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion — to give them a garland in-
stead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise 
instead of a faint spirit. They will be called oaks of righteousness, the plant-
ing of the LORD, to display his glory.

4 They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former 
devastations; they shall repair the ruined cities, the devastations of many 
generations.

8 For I the LORD love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will 
faithfully give them their recompense, and I will make an everlasting cove-
nant with them.

9 Their descendants shall be known among the nations, and their off-
spring among the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge that they are 
a people whom the LORD has blessed.

10 I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, my whole being shall exult in my 
God; for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation, he has covered 
me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself with a 
garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.

11 For as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is 
sown in it to spring up, so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise 
to spring up before all the nations. 



Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11

Key phrase:



Thoughts

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
Oaks of Righteousness

As the Israelites return from the Babylonian exile they become the new 
hope for the new future. They have to embrace this change and dream for 
the future so Isaiah speaks of the past in terms like ashes and mourning and 
despair. Now they will wear a “crown of beauty,” “oil of gladness,” and will 
become “oaks of righteousness.” They will rebuild and renew and be like 
brides and grooms. And they will be nurtured by God.

For Art Attack, we will be exploring the idea of becoming oaks of righ-
teousness in this season of preparation. The question seems to be how? But 
let’s look at what it means. The phrases used point to caring for people … the 
poor, the brokenhearted, prisoners, mourners. In other words, their value 
is based on how they treat other people, and the future of God’s people is 
based on those actions.

There are those who read Isaiah as it predicts Jesus and they probably 
see the crown of thorns that Jesus will wear as the crown of beauty. And they 
will ignore phrases that inspire people to justice – proclaiming the year of 
the Lord’s favor (debt relief every 7 years; 50 for Jubilee). They see the “plant-
ing of the Lord” as witnessing. And their numbers grow more rapidly than 
the numbers of justice seekers. Why?

It doesn’t require them to challenge systems and change the world – God 
wil do it and they will be saved. They only have to believe in God.
Dear God, Help us to seek your justice in the world. Help us be comfort to the op-
presses and build a world full of justice and peace. Amen.





Psalm 126 (NRSV)
1 When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who 

dream.
2 Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts 

of joy; then it was said among the nations, “The LORD has done great things 
for them.”

3 The LORD has done great things for us, and we rejoiced.
4 Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like the watercourses in the Negeb.
5 May those who sow in tears reap with shouts of joy.
6 Those who go out weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall come 

home with shouts of joy, carrying their sheaves. 

Luke 1:46b-55 (NRSV)
46b “My soul magnifies the Lord, 
47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, 

from now on all generations will call me blessed;
49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his 

name.
50 His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.
51 He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the 

thoughts of their hearts.
52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up 

the lowly;
53 he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away emp-

ty.
54 He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy,
55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to 

his descendants forever.” 



Psalm 126 or Luke 1:46b-55

Key phrase:



Psalm 126 or Luke 1:46b-55 Madrigal
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1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 (NRSV)
16 Rejoice always,
17 pray without ceasing,
18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ 

Jesus for you.
19 Do not quench the Spirit.
20 Do not despise the words of prophets,
21 but test everything; hold fast to what is good;
22 abstain from every form of evil.
23 May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your 

spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ.

24 The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this. 



1 Thessalonians 5:16-24

Key phrase:



Thoughts

1 Thess. 5:16-24
Spirit’s Fire

Paul writes his final instructions to the Thessalonians in hopes they will 
continue to grown in faith and not quench the fire of the Holy Spirit. But I’m 
not sure he gives good advice.

He tells them to be “joyous always” but I think of a former co-worker 
who used to follow this so much that when she had bad days she would act 
joyful. Unfortunately, this didn’t make her a joyful, Spirit-filled person but 
someone who had more bad days than most.

We are advised to treat prophecies with contempt but to test everything. 
I think of those who read Revelation as prophecy, yet it’s 19 centuries old and 
long past the normal life of prophecy. If people tested everything then may-
be it would hit them that it had failed the test – about 18 centuries ago.

Some would say that this is a sign that I don’t believe but I think it has 
more to do with being practical. Of we hide away our non-joyous moments 
then we don’t let our community help us. And slowly our inner Spirit dies 
because we feel like nobody who should care, does care.

If we’re busy trying to find the end times it allows us to concentrate on 
ourselves and ignore the needs of others. 

But Paul’s not all wrong – we should pray continually and give thanks for 
what we do have even when troubled because that will help us through with 
God’s help.
Dear God, Help us to be ourselves so we can get the help we need to get through 
troubles with our community and God. Keep us from quenching our Spirit. Amen.





John 1:6-8, 19-28 (NRSV)
6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.
7 He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe 

through him.
8 He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.
19 This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and 

Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?”
20 He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the Messi-

ah.”
21 And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” 

“Are you the prophet?” He answered, “No.”
22 Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those 

who sent us. What do you say about yourself?”
23 He said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make 

straight the way of the Lord,’” as the prophet Isaiah said.
24 Now they had been sent from the Pharisees.
25 They asked him, “Why then are you baptizing if you are neither the 

Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?”
26 John answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one 

whom you do not know,
27 the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of 

his sandal.”
28 This took place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptiz-

ing.



John 1:6-8, 19-28

Key phrase:



Thoughts

John 1:6-8, 19-28
Who Are You?

At the banks of the Jordan, John the Baptist tells the Pharisees that he is 
not Christ, Elijah or “the” prophet. I am surprised by the reference to Eli-
jah and “the” prophet because I’m not sure who they would be referring to 
except Moses if not Elijah.

But Moses isn’t expected to return, is he? And, they ask, if he’s none of 
these and not a temple priest, then why is he baptizing people? And I have 
to admit that I’m really puzzled on how to preach this for a second week. It 
is John’s adaptation of the Mark text from the previous week. The difference 
being the denial of John of any expected position of power.

But it leaves me wanting to say who John is. And that’s the question, isn’t 
it? The story of John appears in each of the gospels and with John baptizing 
Jesus there is not denial that he was important to the ministry of Jesus.

Yet who is he and why do we have to answer the question? There was 
unease that Jesus might be a disciple of John’s because John can seem a little 
crazy with his clothing, eating locusts and honey. We are uneasy that he 
could have an influence on Jesus because he seems irrational and we don’t 
want to acknowledge that parts of this faith are irrational. we like a calm, 
loving Jesus image and we are uneasy with his anger at the temple or the 
possibility that he was influenced by this crazy man? But why?
Dear God, Help us to see that faith isn’t nice and neat, but revolutionary. Help us 
live up to the challenge John presents to our calm faith. Amen.





Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 (CEB)
1 The Lord God’s spirit is upon me,
  because the Lord has anointed me.
He has sent me
  to bring good news to the poor,
  to bind up the brokenhearted,
  to proclaim release for captives,
    and liberation for prisoners,
2   to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor
    and a day of vindication for our God,
  to comfort all who mourn,
3   to provide for Zion’s mourners,
  to give them a crown in place of ashes,
  oil of joy in place of mourning,
  a mantle of praise in place of discouragement.
They will be called Oaks of Righteousness,
  planted by the Lord to glorify himself.
4 They will rebuild the ancient ruins;
  they will restore formerly deserted places;
  they will renew ruined cities,
  places deserted in generations past.
8 I, the Lord, love justice;
  I hate robbery and dishonesty.
I will faithfully give them their wage,
  and make with them an enduring covenant.
9 Their offspring will be known among the nations,
  and their descendants among the peoples.
All who see them will recognize
  that they are a people blessed by the Lord.
10 I surely rejoice in the Lord;
  my heart is joyful because of my God,
  because he has clothed me with clothes of victory,
  wrapped me in a robe of righteousness
  like a bridegroom in a priestly crown,
  and like a bride adorned in jewelry.
11 As the earth puts out its growth,
  and as a garden grows its seeds,
  so the Lord God will grow righteousness and praise before all the na-

tions.



1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 (CEB)
16 Rejoice always. 17 Pray continually. 18 Give thanks in every situation 

because this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. 19 Don’t suppress the Spirit. 
20 Don’t brush off Spirit-inspired messages, 21 but examine everything 
carefully and hang on to what is good. 22 Avoid every kind of evil. 23 Now, 
may the God of peace himself cause you to be completely dedicated to him; 
and may your spirit, soul, and body be kept intact and blameless at our Lord 
Jesus Christ’s coming. 24 The one who is calling you is faithful and will do 
this.

John 1:6-8, 19-28 (CEB)
6 A man named John was sent from God. 7 He came as a witness to tes-

tify concerning the light, so that through him everyone would believe in the 
light. 8 He himself wasn’t the light, but his mission was to testify concerning 
the light.

19 This is John’s testimony when the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem sent 
priests and Levites to ask him, “Who are you?”

20 John confessed (he didn’t deny but confessed), “I’m not the Christ.”
21 They asked him, “Then who are you? Are you Elijah?”
John said, “I’m not.”
“Are you the prophet?”
John answered, “No.”
22 They asked, “Who are you? We need to give an answer to those who 

sent us. What do you say about yourself?”
23 John replied,
“I am a voice crying out in the wilderness,
  Make the Lord’s path straight,
just as the prophet Isaiah said.”
24 Those sent by the Pharisees 25 asked, “Why do you baptize if you 

aren’t the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?”
26 John answered, “I baptize with water. Someone greater stands among 

you, whom you don’t recognize. 27 He comes after me, but I’m not worthy to 
untie his sandal straps.” 28 This encounter took place across the Jordan in 
Bethany where John was baptizing.



Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 and John 1:6-8, 19-28
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Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 and John 1:6-8, 19-28 Sonnet
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Thoughts

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 and John 1:6-8, 19-28
Who Are You?”

It’s the second week of John the Baptist at the Jordan, this time he’s ques-
tioned by priests, Levites and Pharisees to find out who he is.

After a long day, I went shopping last night and when asked questions, 
I replied “Yep,” and the cashier remarked on it. So my next answer was, 
“Nope.” It reminds me of the way John answered their questions making 
them guess again in a sort of 20 questions. And when he does respond, he 
quotes Scripture and then prophecies Jesus’ arrival.

When we turn back to Isaiah, we hear the familiar refrain of Jesus that is 
used in communion liturgy: “good news to the oppressed,” “proclaim liberty 
to the captives,” and all the other good news the exiles needed to hear.

In our economy and with the Occupy movement, I really hear “proclaim 
the year of the Lord’s favor.” Yet I don’t think I knew what that was at all 
before I went to seminary. Why would the people try to run Jesus off of a 
cliff when he reads from Isaiah 61? But the powerful don’t want to forgive the 
debts of people because it would be money out of their pockets. But what 
happens to an economy when people believe they can take chances and ar-
en’t constantly on the verge of bankruptcy? I can’t really answer that but it’s a 
question of what happens when creative people have access to the supplies 
they need and can be supported by their community? It’s called civilization.

I realize I’m far from John the Baptist and the theological implications 
of the coming messiah, but this is really what we’re looking at – a complete 
reversal of the way things are to the way things should be.
Dear God, Help us see the daily implications that your prophets bring – not of 
doom, but of hope and justice. Amen.



1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 and John 1:6-8, 19-28
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1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 and John 1:6-8, 19-28 Sonnet
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Thoughts

1 Thess. 5:16-24 and John 1:6-8, 19-28
Rejoice!

Paul tells the Thessalonians, “Do not despise the words of prophets, but 
test everything. We’ve had a flurry of people predicting the end of the world 
and the amount or range of predictions has more people reacting than you 
would think.

I guess we aren’t supposed to just scoff at them but should “test” what 
they say. Funny to hear that from Paul, who thought Jesus’ return was immi-
nent. How much attention should we pay to Paul if he was wrong about that?

John the Baptist claimed he was not Elijah, not “the prophet,” which 
means one predicted by Moses in Deut. 18:15. Yet he prophesies Jesus and if 
we’re to follow Paul that means John the Baptist was a prophet.

I suppose it means we should be wary of people claiming to be prophets. 
When Tal and I were first dating he told his family he was dating a kohain 
– a priest – which is a male word form. I’m sure he did it partly to get their 
reaction to him dating a man. But when he told me, I replied, “not kohain, 
navi.” Not a priest, a prophet.

Truth is, I’d been called that before and didn’t much like it. No “true” 
prophet really wants to go through the isolation and criticism that comes 
from confronting the powerful or majority of society.

Last week, Tal and I returned to that when we talked about my social 
justice work. I pointed out that same-sex marriage was a popular cause for 
liberal clergy, what I do with abortion isn’t popular so I get more criticism 
and less support.

Does that mean I would pass the test?



Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 and 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24
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Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 and 1 Thess. 5:16-24 Sonnet
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Thoughts

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 and 1 Thess. 5:16-24
Hold Fast

Isaiah refers to the “oaks of righteousness” as those who are plantings of 
God, who display God’s glory.

I’ve always loved drawing trees because they’re easy to draw and I’ve nev-
er been that good of an artist. As I think of a tree glorifying God, I imagine 
people with their hands upraised during worship as their limbs reach to the 
sky.

Funny, before Isaiah’s phrase he explains what he’s been sent to do: bring 
good news to the oppressed, bind-up the broken hearted, proclaim liberty to 
the captive and prisoners, proclaim Jubilee, to comfort mourners.

All of these things we’re supposed to do suddenly change that praise im-
age to one of social justice. “For I, the Lord, love justice.” We become “oaks of 
righteousness” when we seek God’s justice and “hold fast to what is good” in 
Paul’s words.

The hard part about holding fast is that we have to put down good roots. 
We can’t be a sturdy tree unless we have roots deep into the ground. And if 
we spend all of our time doing justice, then we’re invested in the branches 
and our neglected spiritual roots will cause us to topple in a high wind. But 
the same thing can happen if we put all of our effort in glorifying God and 
don’t hold fast with good works.

I seem to remember reading somewhere that the roots of a tree need to 
be as deep and as broad as the tree to keep it from toppling. What would 
happen if we applied that to our spiritual growth? If for each work of justice 
or worship we had a companion of worship or justice? If we spent as much 
time on spiritual growth as we do social justice and vice versa.
Dear God, Help us put down roots as we grow into oaks of righteousness so we can 
hold fast to you, to what is good for today, tomorrow and forever. Amen.
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Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
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Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11/John 1:6-8, 19-28
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