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 Every society is built on certain assumptions, certain beliefs that everyone takes for 

granted and seldom question. The Israelites Isaiah is speaking to were no different. They had 

spent a generation and a half in exile. During that time they went through a period of soul-

searching and pulled together their traditions. A lot of scholars are convinced it was during these 

years that the Torah as a fully formed written document was compiled, along with some of the 

history texts like Joshua and Judges.  

 

 But I suspect they also had many of their core beliefs challenged. The over-riding 

question must have been how can a loving God allow this to happen to them. They found 

answers through the prophets who told them they had violated God’s covenant and exile was the 

only way to bring them back to obedience. That’s not a surprising answer. Cause and effect was 

a pretty simple thing in their world. If bad things happen, then it must be deserved.  

 

 We can find the same kind of thinking among the people Jesus speaks to. The victims of 

Pilate’s soldiers, the people killed by a falling tower, surely they had done something to bring it 

all on. Why them and no one else? But Jesus isn’t buying it. They were no worse or better than 

anyone else. Life is precarious in their world and they can spend it trying to find where to place 

blame or they can let it go, repent and live with compassion. Those who died perished in 

ignorance, but they could use their lives to produce better fruit.  

 

 Repentance in the gospels isn’t about groveling and feeling remorseful. Repentance is 

about turning around, turning away from an old life to enter a new way of living, a new way of 

seeing the world. It’s unlearning everything we have been taught.  

 

 When Isaiah shared with the Israelites a vision of a feast where anyone could come and 

receive all they could ever want without money or price, he challenged them to give up their 

assumptions about guilt and innocence, about worthiness and unworthiness. Because their 

thoughts are not God’s thoughts, their ways not God’s ways, a path to forgiveness and 

compassion is opened to them.  

 

But to enter that path they must unlearn the lessons they were taught in exile. Exile taught 

them to close in on themselves. To preserve their heritage they had to purify themselves when 

they returned. And that’s what was happening. People who had stayed behind, who continued to 

live in society, inter-married with the people around them. They built new lives and families. But 

when their leaders returned part of the reforms that were put in place was to separate families. It 

was to hold those who had stayed behind guilty of breaking covenant.  

 

Isaiah tells them to repent of that path and turn to one of compassion and generosity. He 

tells them to join the feast God provides and become a place of welcome and justice: “let the 

wicked forsake their way and the unrighteous their thoughts; let them return to the Lord, that he 



may have mercy on them, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.” The path back to God 

is one of lifelong unlearning. 

 

On Tuesday nights during Lent this year some of us are on a path of unlearning. We’re 

using the documentary Race: The Power of an Illusion to educate ourselves about the racism and 

white supremacy that infects our society. As we learned last Friday through the news from 

Christchurch, New Zealand, the ideology of white supremacy is a terrorist worldview that has 

lethal consequences. We’ve seen that in our own country over and over: at Tree of Life 

Synagogue in Pittsburgh in October; at Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina, in 

2015; at the Sikh gurdwara in Oak Creek, Wisconsin, in 2012. The list goes on and on. What 

they all have in common is they were motivated by white supremacy, the belief that skin color 

determines a person’s worth. 

 

The first lesson we’ve learned is everything we’ve been taught about race is a lie. 

Biologically, race does not exist. Genetically there is as much difference between humans within 

any so-called racial group as there is between humans from different so-called racial groups. 

Skin color, hair texture, eye shape, these are all very recent human characteristics, all formed 

since our species began its migration from our common home in Africa about 100,000 years ago. 

They indicate nothing about intellect or athletic ability or artistic aptitude or any other complex 

trait that formed long before that migration when we were all together.  

 

Yet in spite of that common heritage we have established a society that enshrines racial 

differences and elevates white skin above every other color. This year marks the 400
th

 

anniversary of the first enslaved Africans brought in chains to this country. The ideology of 

white supremacy, a worldview that has infected our economy, our politics, and our theology was 

invented to justify this central contradiction of our country: we are a society of equality built on 

slavery. Or as philosopher and activist Cornel West puts it in his book Race Matters, at the 

founding of our country “the enslavement of Africans—over 20 percent of the population—

served as the linchpin of American democracy; that is, the much-heralded stability and continuity 

of American democracy was predicated upon black oppression and degradation.” 

 

This is a reality buried deep within our national psyche and it must be unlearned if we 

have any hope of repentance so we can heal the racial inequity of our society. God is calling us 

through prophets of racial justice to repent of white supremacy and dismantle this ideology that 

has led to so much pain and violence.  

 

For Isaiah and the Israelites it took years, maybe generations, to overcome the trauma of 

exile. The Bible is an unfolding dialogue between the forces in their society wanting to close 

down and exclude and the voices calling them to reach out and invite, to become a beacon for the 

world to guide humanity to unity with God. They move back forth along that continuum. Jesus 

represents the voice of the prophets calling the people around him to discover the possibilities of 

repentance. He calls them to the feast God has prepared where they can live with compassion 

and joy, seeking the good around them and bearing the fruit God intends. 

 

We have time to do that. Just like the gardener who wants to give the fig tree another 

year, Jesus offers us time to find our way; time to get our heads and hearts right so we can turn 



around. What we’re doing with the documentary, with our study of King’s “Letter from a 

Birmingham Jail,” with our trip to the Underground Railroad Heritage Museum, is peeling away 

the layers of white supremacy and exposing it for the fraud that it is. All these efforts are meant 

to change us, not just inform us. We’re here to repent, to really change, and become new people. 

That’s what God is calling the people to do through Isaiah. It’s what Jesus is begging his 

listeners to do, lest they perish in ignorance the way others have.  

 

We have this chance, this “one wild and precious life,” as the poet Mary Oliver would 

say, to change the world; to look within ourselves and find the  


