Reflection on Isaiah 58:1-9a – Standing up for Justice
Begin with an opening prayer
May our faith rest
not on earthly wisdom, Lord,
but on your power.
May our worship arise,
not from our familiar practices,
but by the moving of your Spirit.
May our lives reflect
not just what we have learned,
but how we are changed by you,
that we may be bold
to do your work in our world.
Amen.

Read the passage
Consider different ways to read the text. For example, hearing it in more than one version of the Bible.
Isaiah 58: 1-9a
“Shout it aloud, do not hold back.
    Raise your voice like a trumpet.
Declare to my people their rebellion
    and to the descendants of Jacob their sins.
2 For day after day they seek me out;
    they seem eager to know my ways,
as if they were a nation that does what is right
    and has not forsaken the commands of its God.
They ask me for just decisions
    and seem eager for God to come near them.
3 ‘Why have we fasted,’ they say,
    ‘and you have not seen it?
Why have we humbled ourselves,
    and you have not noticed?’
“Yet on the day of your fasting, you do as you please
    and exploit all your workers.
4 Your fasting ends in quarrelling and strife,
    and in striking each other with wicked fists.
You cannot fast as you do today
    and expect your voice to be heard on high.
5 Is this the kind of fast I have chosen,
    only a day for people to humble themselves?
Is it only for bowing one’s head like a reed
    and for lying in sackcloth and ashes?
Is that what you call a fast,
    a day acceptable to the LORD?
6 “Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen:
to loose the chains of injustice
    and untie the cords of the yoke,
to set the oppressed free
    and break every yoke?
7 Is it not to share your food with the hungry
    and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—
when you see the naked, to clothe them,
    and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?
8 Then your light will break forth like the dawn,
    and your healing will quickly appear;
then your righteousness will go before you,
    and the glory of the LORD will be your rear guard.
9 Then you will call, and the LORD will answer;
    you will cry for help, and he will say: Here am I.

 
Explore and respond to the text
Start by reading the Bible notes below. You may want to read them more than once or pause after each paragraph to reflect on what you have read.
 
Bible notes

Back in the land of Israel, the former exiles need a reminder of what should characterise the people of God. And in offering this oracle, the preacher gives one of the great rallying cries of biblical faith: this is the mark of God’s people, championing justice and equality.
The preacher raises a shout against Judah’s facile worship and complete misunderstanding of the reason for and nature of fasting. This chapter begins with an announcement about rebellion and possible judgement. The last announcement of this kind was in 48:20 where it had to do with Judah’s redemption, but no sooner are they home than God’s people are up to their old tricks, masking unjust living with a show of piety.
The poet had declared God’s free offer of food, sustenance for the journey, for those who gave up unrighteous ways (55:1-5). But here it is almost as if the people are bringing a counter suit against God: Why do you not acknowledge our fasting and show of piety? Why do you not acknowledge the humbling of ourselves in the Temple?
God’s answer, of course, is simple: What you do in the Temple is irrelevant while you oppress your workers (v.3). God defines true fasting for all his people in every generation in verses 6-7. It has to do with the practical work of creating justice as far as you are able through paying fair wages and fair prices, through sharing your food with the hungry and your clothes with the naked, bringing the homeless into your own homes and breaking every yoke of oppression.
Of course, we could counter that several issues God calls Judah out on are woven into the fabric of society and are beyond the control of individuals. But the preacher’s call is precisely to a society.

Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about what stands out for you from the Bible reading. This idea may help.
When God’s people return from exile, their gratitude to God fails to translate into turning away from the behaviour that had been their downfall. Stepping up their religious observance, they are upset that God doesn’t seem grateful. Isaiah points out to them that no amount of fasting can offset the injustice they inflict on the disadvantaged. They should treat their workers better, and actively get involved in improving the lives of the poor and the homeless and stand up against injustice. How often do we make the same mistakes? By assuming our religious observances are all that is needed, we sometimes miss the urgent call for justice around us. We cannot worship and fast but ignore the struggle of those who are homeless right outside our church door or oppressed by hunger and poverty.
 
Questions for reflection
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Questions
· What beliefs might motivate Christians to campaign for justice?
· What areas of injustice and oppression would you like to ‘shine a light’ on?
· How is God prompting you to challenge the status quo and make your voice heard?
 
 
 A prayer to end 
Ever-present God,
as we leave our time of worship,
may we also take on the challenge
of hearing your call to justice,
and know that we do not leave that behind when we leave here.
May we know true worship that brings growth,
spreads light, and lifts the oppressed,
and know that we do not leave that behind when we leave here.
Amen.
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