Finding Christmas:  Walking in the Light
(Pre: notice the abrupt shift in mood and theme in the middle of the passage.)

Isaiah 2


The curators of the Henry Ford museum came up with a list of the 75 most important innovations in the last 75 years.  Among those innovations were frozen food, home air conditioning, nylon, Teflon, the barcode, Barbie, Disneyland, polio vaccine, the internet, and Prozac.  Notably absent from the list was world peace.  Human beings are great innovators, but we don’t seem to do very well at creating peace.   


For instance, there were two women who were riding a train and arguing over whether the window should be opened or closed.  One claimed she would die of heat stroke if it wasn’t opened.  The other said she would catch her death of pneumonia if it didn’t stay closed.  They called the conductor, who didn’t have a clue how to solve their problem.  One of their fellow passengers did, though.  “First, open the window,” he said.  “That will kill the one.  Then close it.  That will kill the other.  Then we will have peace.”  (parables, etc, 24.8.3)


There is a tendency among human beings to presume that if we get rid of all the troublemakers, that will create peace.  And we are somewhat shocked when it doesn’t.  New troublemakers emerge from the shadows.  


Sometimes people try to find peace by escaping from war.  Here’s my favorite (true) story about that.  Some years ago, a retired couple was alarmed by the threat of nuclear war so they undertook a serious study of all the inhabited places on the globe.  Their goal was to determine where in the world would be the place to be least likely affected by a nuclear war.  A place of ultimate security.  They studied and traveled, traveled and studied some more.  Finally they found the place.  They moved there, and on Christmas they sent their former pastor a card from their new home on the Falkland Islands.  But their “paradise” was soon turned into a war zone by Great Britain and Argentina.  (Illustrations Unlimited, 402)

It would appear that war is here to stay.  About a year ago, Ted Koppel, speaking on Nightline about the war in Iraq, said “the most difficult thing about this war is how do you know when it’s over.  We may never see an end to this war.”  (story file, 19.10.1)  

It does seem that war is here to stay.  Whether this war, or another one.  Yet one of the standards of our faith is the primacy of peace.  Jesus is our prince of peace.  The Old Testament prophets promise that peace will come.  The conclusion of all things will be peace, not war.  Here in Isaiah 2 we read one of the most famous statements of all time about peace:  they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.  

Isaiah says that there will come a day when all nations will come to God’s house to learn God’s ways.  There will be rivers of people streaming to God’s house, and when that happens, God will set up a new type of government, based on God’s ways and God’s priorities.  People will not need to fight, because they will all be under the same authority.  

That day will come.  But what the people of God need to hear is this:  it will require a major attitude shift on the part of the people of God.  The great writer Albert Camus describes that attitude shift in this way:  “We used to wonder where war lived, what it was that made it so vile.  And now we realize that we know where it lives, that it is inside ourselves.”  (story file, 19.10.3)  In other words, to find a lasting solution to peace, the people of God need to take a good look in the mirror.   

Here’s the problem (and this is the reason for Isaiah’s abrupt change in mood in the middle of the passage).  The plan is for all nations to learn God’s ways, but God’s people are not living God’s ways.  O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the LORD!  For you have forsaken the ways of your people, O house of Jacob.

Some day the nations will stream to God’s house, to learn God’s ways.  But in the present time, Isaiah says, the people of God are running the opposite way.  Instead of living under God’s teaching and sovereignty, they have gone off and learned the ways of the world, and have taken on the world’s values:  money and power are what matter.  They have become idolatrous in their lifestyle: it’s all about them, what they can have or buy or make happen.  

You might wonder what idolatry has to do with peace or the lack of it.  Well, idolatry is a state of mind, more than anything else.  It’s a belief system that has two major points: 1.  maintaining my security is the most important thing in the world and 2. I can guarantee security if I do the right things.  So, if I have enough money, enough health insurance, enough padlocks, I will be safe.  But these are false beliefs. Human beings cannot ultimately guarantee their own safety and security by accumulating wealth or power.  The only true security that a person can have comes from trusting God.    Idolatry is based on falsehood.  But more importantly it places people and their goals above God.  So to maintain the illusion of security, people begin to hoard what they have, and then become competitive with others, and suspicious instead of generous.  It makes them want to start wars to protect their turf, instead of finding a peaceful solution.  

With that in mind, I’m convinced that the people of Judah who heard Isaiah’s words would have been ecstatic to hear about God’s house being exalted and the nations streaming to it.   I am equally convinced that they would have envisioned themselves  up on the mountain right alongside God.  In other words, that in that great day of peace, their nation would be supreme.   After all it was their God who was sovereign, their God who would rule the nations.  But to God, that attitude is arrogance.  And the haughty eyes of people shall be humbled, says Isaiah; and the LORD alone will be exalted in that day.  Simply stated, such arrogance will not stand up against the power of God.  God will not allow it, because in effect, God’s people are against God!  Their actions are obstructing the ways of peace.  Isaiah’s images are startling:  people will be hiding out in caves and holes in the ground, because of the terror that God will bring upon the earth.  Everything that was valuable to them will cease to have value in that day:  gold and silver will be tossed out to the rodents, who by the way, will also find them useless.  Because of their idolatry, they will be just as terrified in the presence of God as any pagan.  

Isaiah’s words were written to the people of Judah a very long time ago.  What we need to ask is this:  do these words apply to us?  Are the people of God today doing the same things that Isaiah accused his people of doing?   Have we indeed bought into the standards and values of this world instead of the values and standards of our God?  Have we created an idolatrous lifestyle that favors the rich and powerful?  When we envision peace, do we envision ourselves as the victors alongside of God?  Do we arrogantly cast ourselves as the perpetual good guys in our scenario of what goes on in the world?   


O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the LORD!  For you have forsaken the ways of your people, O house of Jacob.
Come, let us walk in the light of the Lord.  

There are lights everywhere right now.  Let the lights of this season remind you of Isaiah’s words.  Every time you see the Christmas lights on someone’s house or on your own tree, or anywhere, let the light bring these words of Isaiah to mind:  Come let us walk in the light of the Lord.  Let those lights remind you that this season is not about accumulation:  that’s a standard of the world, not God’s.  The season is about the prince of peace, who came to lead us in the ways of peace.  
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