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“Despairing people do not anticipate or receive newness.”  
	Walter Brueggemann made that observation in his classic book on the prophetic imagination.  He was particularly addressing how the prophets of Ancient Israel confronted the status quos in which they lived.  
Brueggemann calls that status quo “the royal consciousness.”  It was the established power structures working to get people to accept life the way it was, even to become numb to it, expecting that it was inevitable for things to continue like they were.
The most important thing the prophets did was to shake up that way of thinking.  And they did that by getting people to imagine alternative ways of being.  Sometimes the path to breaking the numbness was to create opportunities for lament and sorrow.  Sometimes it was to amaze the people and evoke their wonder.  Sometimes it was to retell the ancient stories of God’s mighty deeds in order to get the people to remember and then to dream.  
And so we get an exuberant song like today’s passage from the book of the prophet Isaiah.  Give thanks to God.  Sing praises.  Shout aloud and sing for joy.  Because of who God is and what God has done for us.
This part of Isaiah is actually written during a period of prosperity, but the prophet identifies a spiritual sickness in the people.  They have become too reliant upon the current political and economic structure, which the prophet worries can radically shift, which it did end up doing in the lifetime of Isaiah, as the nation of Judah was threatened by outside empires and debated its foreign alliances.
The prophet wants to remind people not to rely upon the current state of global politics and economics, but to, instead, rely upon God.  God is the source of their comfort, their hope, their power, their ability to dream and thus to live well.
The song begins with a reference to God’s anger.  Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel pointed out that in the Book of Isaiah, the first chapter, God’s anger is not what comes first, it is God’s sorrow.  Like a parent watching their child do something wrong and harmful, God is sad for God’s children and upset at the course they have taken.  
But even in this reference to God’s anger in Isaiah 12, the poet declares, “your anger turned away, and you comforted me.”  
Here is the deep emotion of God.  God’s steadfast love that endures forever.

I want to follow a tangent for just a moment.  A few weeks ago the great Bible scholar Phyllis Trible died at 92.  Trible is one of the most influential interpreters of the Old Testament in our lifetimes, having radically altered the way we understand the Biblical text and the methods we use to interpret them.
She was a feminist scholar and her approach to scripture was rooted in a very close and detailed reading of the biblical text, a method she helped to pioneer called rhetorical criticism.  In some ways, she read the text as closely and carefully as fundamentalists and literalists do, but what she found in the text was very different.
One of her most influential and important contributions to our thinking is that she pointed out that the Hebrew word for God’s mercy, for God’s steadfast covenant love that endures forever, is actually a word that develops out of the feelings that a mother has for the infant in her womb.  Her book God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality reveals the way this Hebrew word developed over time and was used in the Hebrew scriptures.  Leading to the important conclusion that every single mention of the love and mercy of God in the Old Testament is at root a maternal image.  A maternal metaphor.  God loves us like a mother loves the child she carries in her own body.
So, when we celebrate the unconditional love and grace of God, like the poet does here in Isaiah 12, we now better understand the root of that idea.  
Blessings to Phyllis Trible and her memory.

In Isaiah 12, because of that steadfast love of God, we celebrate “an act of confident hope that things in time to come will be happily resolved,” according to Brueggemann.  To praise God is “An act of buoyant and determined hope.”  When we remember who God is and what God has done, we are empowered to imagine a different world, a better future.  Breaking through the numbness and despair of the status quo.
The song here draws upon one of the most ancient songs in scripture—Miriam’s song that she sang upon the shores of the Red Sea after God had delivered the people from the Egyptian armies.  The connection reveals that this song in Isaiah is also a song of the people celebrating their salvation and liberation.  God is with us, leading us to a better place.  The world doesn’t have to be the way it is.
Then comes that beautiful phrase “with joy draw water from the well.”  Brueggemann describes it as “unqualified joy at the well-being” God has promised to give.  John Calvin wrote of this image that “everything necessary for supporting life flows to us from the undeserved goodness of God.”  The image of God’s mercy as a fountain “refreshes those who are parched with heat, and revives those who are worn out with fatigue.”
About halfway down the nave, on the west side, in one of the stained glass windows, there is a beautiful image of the fountain of living water and the people coming to it with their jugs.  An exuberant image of the grace of God, freely available for us all, so that we might experience healing and salvation.
In response to all that God has done and all that God has given us, the song in Isaiah concludes with all these phrases of rejoicing, praise, and thanksgiving.  Brueggemann writes, “Israel cannot now restrain itself, for the unexpected, undeserved, inexplicable has happened.”
God’s grace is the inspiration to imagine something new and better, and the source of courage, hope, and resilience to see it through.
	Yes, with joy draw water from that well.  Sing and shout for joy.  Because of who God is and what God has done, we become mighty people, able to break through the despair of the status quo and create, together, something glorious.

	So, what does any of this have to do with it being our Stewardship Sunday, when folks make their financial pledges and gifts to the church for the coming year’s operating budget?
	Today, during our Stewardship luncheon, we’ll be joined by professor Kathryn Tanner, a theologian at Yale, who specializes in theological reflection on issues of economics.  Here are some things I’ve learned from Dr. Tanner.
	The contemporary models that govern the economy are shaped by a set of values that don’t align well with the core teachings of the church.  There are models of capitalism that do a better job, but the current finance-based capitalism that dominates the global economy has a very different vision of what matters most, than we do as people of faith.
	And the root difference is we believe in the grace of God.  That God’s grace is given to us unconditionally and freely, exuberantly and abundantly.  We believe that God has given us everything we need in order to live life well and to flourish.
	But the current economic model rests in a scarcity mindset.  It teaches that there’s not enough now and not enough to go around.  If there’s not enough now, then we need to work ever harder and be more efficient to produce even more.  And if there’s not enough to go around, then we can’t work towards greater equality, better to focus on taking care of ourselves and those we care about.  And learn to accept that it’s inevitable that many will never have the opportunity to flourish. 
	This current economic model thrives on anxiety, fear, envy, and greed.  Not on faith, hope, and love.
	If we truly believe in the grace of God, then we reject the scarcity mindset and embrace the abundance of God’s blessings.
	If we truly believe in the grace of God, then we know that we do not earn the right to a good life by working harder, we are freely given the right to a good life because we are children of God.  Every human is entitled to flourish because that is what God desires for them.  And whatever gets in the way of that flourishing is sinful.
	If we truly believe in the grace of God, then we will also become gracious people—generous, hospitable, compassionate, caring.
	If we truly believe in the grace of God, then we understand that what we have exists not only to take care of us and ours, but to care for humanity and creation.  
	That our blessings, our resources, are to be used to further the mission of God.
	And we don’t share them out of duty or obligation, but with joy, as an expression of our thanks to God for who God is and what God has done.
	At the deepest level, that’s how we as people of faith ought to think about money.  Money itself is not what is valuable.  Money is a tool to express what we value.
	And if we believe that we have been called by the Holy Spirit to participate in the work God is doing here, through this community, in this time and place, then we will invest our money, our time, our commitment in this work as a sign that we value what is happening here, and we want to further the work that God is doing.

	So, what does stewardship have to do with our response to the grace of God?  
Our financial gifts to God’s work are expressions of our buoyant and confident hope that the world can be a better place because of what is happening here.  And our gifts become expressions of unqualified joy, responding to the overwhelming, overflowing grace of God.
With joy draw water from that well.  Sing and shout.  Because of who God is, what God has done, and what wonders God is working even now.

