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February 5, 2023.     Rev. Katheryn McGinnis 
 
Let us pray. May the words of my mouth and the meditation of all our hearts be 
acceptable to you, O lord, our rock, and our redeemer. Amen.  

Our scripture for this morning comes from the book of Isaiah, chapter 58, verses 1 
through 12. Listen now for the word of the lord.  

Shout out; do not hold back! Lift up your voice like a trumpet! Announce to my people 
their rebellion, to the house of Jacob their sins. 2 Yet day after day they seek me and 
delight to know my ways, as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness and did 
not forsake the ordinance of their God; they ask of me righteous judgments; they want 
God on their side. 3 “Why do we fast, but you do not see? Why humble ourselves, but you 
do not notice?” Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day and oppress all your 
workers.4 You fast only to quarrel and to fight and to strike with a wicked fist. Such 
fasting as you do today will not make your voice heard on high. 5 Is such the fast that I 
choose, a day to humble oneself ? Is it to bow down the head like a bulrush and to lie in 
sackcloth and ashes? Will you call this a fast, a day acceptable to the Lord? 6 Is not this 
the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the straps of the yoke, to let 
the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? 7 Is it not to share your bread with the 
hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover 
them and not to hide yourself from your own kin? 8 Then your light shall break forth like 
the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly; your vindicator shall go before 
you; the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard. 9 Then you shall call, and 
the Lord will answer; you shall cry for help, and he will say, “Here I am.” If you remove 
the yoke from among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, 10 if you offer 
your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in 
the darkness and your gloom be like the noonday. 11 The Lord will guide you 
continually and satisfy your needs in parched places and make your bones strong, and 
you shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water whose waters never fail. 12 Your 
ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; you 
shall be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of streets to live in. 

The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

For three years in college, and one year in high school, I worked part time waiting tables. 
And I really loved doing it.  I am very grateful for those years and all that I learned and 
the community that welcomed me with open arms. But it was also a hard job.  

It was physically demanding and, as with any customer service-related jobs, people can 
be tough to deal with. When you wait tables you work different shifts, and in those 4 
years, the shift that I always dreaded the most, and that most servers dreaded the most, 
was the Sunday lunch shift. 
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As you might expect, this shift was mostly folks coming straight from church out to 
lunch. And in a perfect world, you would hope folks who have just come from worship, 
praising a generous, compassionate, and loving God, would be the best folks to wait on, 
but unfortunately, that just wasn’t case. 

In general, the people that came eat on Sunday after church were often rude, impatient 
(even when the restaurant was clearly busy), judgmental, and not great tippers. 

More than once in those 4 years I was actually tipped not with real money, but with Jesus 
dollars. Surprisingly enough – they don’t pay your rent.  

A customer who I was waiting on onetime told me that I shouldn’t be working on the 
sabbath there that day, not realizing or acknowledging that if folks didn’t work there on 
the sabbath he couldn’t be there eating his lunch.   

And it just made me sad.  The hypocrisy of it all. I was a religious studies major at the 
time.  And the God that I was studying was not reflected in people who had just come 
from worship. 

The book of Isaiah is an incredibly beautiful prophetic book in the Old Testament that 
tells the story of the Babylonian exile. The Babylonians come in and conquer Jerusalem 
and the Israelites are forced out of their home in Jerusalem into exile. But it doesn’t last 
forever, and they eventually do come back to Jerusalem and try to start over. 

Our scripture for today takes place after the exile. The Israelites are back home, but all is 
not perfect. The people still experience many hardships. There’s famine and drought and 
internal fighting between the exiles who have come home and the Israelites that never 
left.  

But amid all this, Isaiah describes that the people are joyously seeking God! Delighting to 
draw near to him. They’re doing devout worship practices like fasting.  

They think they’re doing everything right to honor and praise God. And so they ask, 
essentially – why isn’t it working? Why isn’t God responding? Why don’t you see us? 

And God’s response is simple and clear – acts of worship mean nothing if they’re not 
rooted with acts of justice and righteousness in the ways we live our lives.  

The Israelites so piously worshiped and fasted for self-serving means, so God would 
respond to them.  

And God is not impressed because while they do these acts of worship they are 
oppressing their workers, living in conflict and discord with their neighbors, and 
neglecting the real needs of the community.  
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Poverty has become a crushing weight on those without resources or security and the 
people who beg God to notice righteous worship are doing nothing to help to lift that 
weight. Thus, exposing their hypocrisy.  

In the Old Testament, there is a long tradition of prophetic proclamations against false 
worship. It reaches back to when God liberated the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. 
Because of this justice and liberation from God, worship without justice is not worship 
God’s eyes.  

Before the exile Isaiah prophesies to the Israelites that their false worship will be their 
downfall, and here they are again, doing the same thing. 

We have a lot to learn from the Israelites.  

It is ironic that in our present reality of churches shrinking, we would love nothing more 
than to have more people delight in worshiping God and seeking to know God’s ways 
like they were in Jerusalem after the exile.  

We look at all the empty pews and we so desperately want them filled. We try new ways 
of worship, we cling harder to old ways, we do any number of things, all rooted in the 
hope of drawing people into our sanctuaries, to fill those pews, to delight in worshipping 
God. 

But God tells the Israelites that true worship is rooted in addressing the injustices and 
needs of their community.  

What is the fast that God cares about? The acts of worship that have value in God’s eyes? 
It’s when we give food to those who are hungry, shelter to those without it.  When we 
meet the needs of those who are afflicted.  When we do everything in our power and use 
our resources to lift the yoke, the crushing burden that is systematic poverty.  

This is the worship that God responds to. Worship is a lived experience that transforms. 
Transforms our community and each other. Our God is a God rooted in relationships.  

To believe in God, to be faithful to God, is to be in relationship with God and with one 
another. And we build that relationship through acts of justice, of righteousness, of 
compassion. 

I wonder how worship might transform if we didn’t change anything in our liturgy or 
structure or content of our service on Sunday mornings, but instead, made every effort 
with true intention during the week to use our resources to loosen the bonds of injustice.  

How would our words, our liturgy, our hymns be transformed when we root them in acts 
of justice in our everyday lives? How would we be transformed? 
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How would it transform our evangelism? Would it help us to see that maybe the answer 
lies by instead of focusing all our energy on drawing people into our sanctuary, but 
instead for us to step out into the community to model what true worship is? 

There has always been hypocrisy in the church. In violent ways. During the years of 
slavery in America and the Jim Crowe era – public lynching’s of Black people would 
often take place on Sunday afternoons.  

So, folks could go to church to praise God and then immediately watch someone 
murdered – an act they deemed righteous. 

But in subtle ways too…like being rude and judgmental to wait staff on Sunday lunch. 
How many of those servers who didn’t go to church or know much about Christianity are 
going to want to know more if that is their experience of Christians? 

God does want our Sunday worship, but worship doesn’t end when you walk out those 
doors. And maybe it’s as simple as instead of going out to lunch after worship, you 
instead invite people into your home and serve them. People you don’t know at all or 
what to know better. Sharing your resources with those who need them.  

How might, even through those small acts, we see worship truly transform the 
community around us. And transform us.  

Maybe then we will hear God’s voice in a way we never had before. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


