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 “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” That’s a pretty familiar line from a verse in 

Proverbs. Every society requires a vision to provide its citizens a sense of purpose and meaning. 

Otherwise, life descends into a battle between clans and tribes, every faction vying for power 

against every other. Only a common vision can bring them all together. The problem is, it can be 

hard to create a common vision. In most societies competing visions develop as leaders try to 

offer their people a future for them and their children. 

 

 That’s what’s happening in the Israel of Isaiah’s day. The people have returned from a 

generation-long exile in Babylon. Most of them had been raised on an image of Jerusalem as a 

jewel, a cultural paradise where the seat of God resides. But the reality they returned to was very 

different. Jerusalem was in ruins. It had sat abandoned all that time, the temple a pile of rubble. 

Here’s how it’s described by the prophet just prior to what we read: “Your holy cities have 

become a wilderness, Zion has become a wilderness, Jerusalem a desolation. Our holy and 

beautiful house, where our ancestors praised you, has been burned by fire, and all our pleasant 

places have become ruins.” 

 

 In the face of such destruction the leadership had to find a way to motivate the people. 

And the easiest way to do that is to identify an enemy, someone who can bear the weight of the 

people’s misery. First they rebuilt the wall around Jerusalem, created a barrier to keep enemies at 

bay, then they began to expel foreigners who had taken up residence or who had married into 

Israelite families. The vision that developed was one of hostility and fear toward foreigners that 

could only be relieved by purifying the population in the belief that God values purity over 

compassion. 

 

 In the shadow of that vision Isaiah offers a competing one. He offers a vision of 

prosperity and harmony. In Isaiah’s version of reality God will establish a new order in which all 

have access to what they need to live and thrive. It’s a world where no one goes homeless or 

hungry, a world where all have the healthcare they need so no one dies prematurely. It’s a vision 

of peace among people and animals alike, where natural enemies are reconciled and live in 

harmony. “They shall not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain, says the Lord.” 

 

 This alternate vision is meant to displace the one being provided by Israel’s leadership. It 

offers a way of thinking about Israel’s purpose in the world not as exclusive or isolated or 

exceptional but as a beacon for the world to see and be drawn to. Israel doesn’t exist for its own 

sake but for the sake of a world longing for wholeness, longing for shalom. Instead of a vision of 

hostility toward the outside world rooted in fear, Isaiah offers a vision of hope to the world 

rooted in compassion and love. 

 

 This is a good example of what John Crossan is talking about in his book How to Read 

the Bible and Still Be a Christian. He says the Bible plays divine assertion against civilization’s 

subversion. What he means by that is in the Bible we find over and over God asserting a vision, 



laying out a way forward for the people to follow. But over and over the forces of civilization, 

political, social, economic, conspire to subvert God’s vision and twist the relationship between 

God and Israel into something that better fits our human tendency toward violence and 

retribution and away from God’s desire for shalom and justice.  

 

 That’s the dynamic going on behind Isaiah’s words 2500 years ago. But it’s a dynamic 

we still see played out today. Any of you who have heard me preach these last 8 years or so 

probably know that I was disappointed by the outcome of last Tuesday’s election. It’s left me 

feeling deflated and very sad. Maybe some of you feel the same way. The way I interpret this 

campaign is to see it as a clash of competing visions for our country. On one side the rhetoric has 

been filled with invective and hostility toward immigrants, Muslims, people who are homosexual 

and women in an attempt to rally and galvanize a segment of the population who feel left out and 

ignored by what they consider political and economic elites. I was stunned to see how effective 

that strategy was. I thought it was bound to fail because it always has in the past.  

 

 But for some reason I don’t fully understand we were ripe for it. And now there are a lot 

of people in this country who are scared for the future. And there are a lot of people in this 

country who believe their narrow, racist view of the world has been validated. So there have 

been incidents of racial intimidation and hate crimes occurring all over the country. I don’t know 

when that has ever happened after a presidential election.  

 

 That isolationist vision is very appealing to people because it seems like it should make 

us more secure and give us more control. But it’s a deception. It’s rooted in the belief that there 

was a time when this country was pure and righteous and everyone prospered and had all they 

needed. But what brought all that to an end was acceptance of diversity and multiculturalism and 

globalism. It’s believed we’ve been too generous in our hospitality and allowed foreign elements 

to sully our culture and undermine our values. But all of that is a fiction. 

 

 Our country’s strength has always been its diversity, our willingness to accept what 

others who come here can offer to build us up and make us stronger. Our government was 

designed to encourage cooperation and political compromise so problems can be addressed 

pragmatically and not ideologically. And we’ve always seen ourselves as an example in the 

world, “a city on a hill” as John Winthrop put it in 1630. That means we’re meant to engage the 

world, not become isolated. We’re meant to open our arms to the world and welcome the 

stranger, to invite others to join us in this effort.  

 

 And that means letting go of our assumptions about what religion or nationality or skin 

color is superior; all have a place here; all can build a home and live in it, can plant a vineyard 

and eat of its fruit.  That doesn’t mean there are no risks, no dangers. But we cannot allow our 

fears to dictate how we will treat people different from us. Because once we do that, once we 

close ourselves off from engaging and accepting one another, whatever made us exceptional 

before is over. We become just like all the other nations who want to seal their borders and arm 

themselves to the teeth.  

 

 God’s people have always been at their best when we’ve listened to the prophets and 

allowed an alternative vision come to life. Universal harmony on the order of Isaiah’s vision may 



not be in the cards for us, but we can offer a vision of hope and acceptance to those who feel 

threatened by the direction of our current politics. We’re already doing that in some ways. We’ve 

just furnished an apartment for an immigrant family who are refugees from Eritrea, a small 

country in Africa. There may be all sorts of other ways we can help them to settle in and begin a 

new life here. Yesterday a few of us from the church attended a “First Thanksgiving” meal with 

refugee families who have been settled here through Journeys’ End over the last year. It was 

beautiful to see so many families gathered to celebrate and give thanks for a freedom they can’t 

find anywhere else. We helped make that happen. Next week we’ll be distributing Thanksgiving 

baskets and celebrating worship with our Jewish neighbors from Congregation Shir Shalom on 

Friday night and Sunday morning. We’ll have a chance to learn from each other and discover 

what binds us to one another in the special, sacred relationship we share. And November 21st 

we’ll be hosting the Buffalo Interfaith Thanksgiving service, the first time it’s been done outside 

the city, where people from all different faiths—Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, Sikh, Native 

American, Baha’i—will gather to give thanks for the life and culture we share. 

 

 We can bring a vision of hope to life by refusing to stay silent in the face of bigotry 

toward people of color or Muslims or people who are gay or lesbian or people who are 

immigrants. It’s been suggested we establish ourselves as a sanctuary of safety for anyone who 

feels threatened or is looking for an advocate. We can join in acts of non-violent civil 

disobedience and become a voice for those who have none in our society. We can educate 

ourselves about the realities of racial injustice and white privilege to find ways to stand alongside 

those who are mistreated.  

 

 There are many ways we can respond to the fear and hostility around us. But what’s most 

important is we lift up an alternative vision; in the face of fear we offer hope; in the face of 

hostility, compassion, in the face of hatred, love, so that “none shall hurt or destroy on all God’s 

holy mountain.” 

 

Amen 


