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Isaiah 65:17-25 
17 For I am about to create new heavens 
    and a new earth; 
the former things shall not be remembered 
    or come to mind. 
18 But be glad and rejoice forever 
    in what I am creating, 
for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy 
    and its people as a delight. 
19 I will rejoice in Jerusalem 
    and delight in my people; 
no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it 
    or the cry of distress. 
20 No more shall there be in it 
    an infant who lives but a few days 
    or an old person who does not live out a lifetime, 
for one who dies at a hundred years will be considered a youth, 
    and one who falls short of a hundred will be considered accursed. 
21 They shall build houses and inhabit them; 
    they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit. 
22 They shall not build and another inhabit; 
    they shall not plant and another eat, 
for like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be, 
    and my chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands. 
23 They shall not labor in vain 
    or bear children for calamity,[a] 
for they shall be offspring blessed by the LORD— 
    and their descendants as well. 
24 Before they call I will answer, 
    while they are yet speaking I will hear. 
25 The wolf and the lamb shall feed together; 
    the lion shall eat straw like the ox, 
    but the serpent—its food shall be dust! 
They shall not hurt or destroy 
    on all my holy mountain, 
            says the LORD. 
 

In the summer of 2015, we learned that the one-hit wonder, author Harper Lee, had in fact written a second 

novel, Go Set a Watchman, which was published posthumously. Also interesting is that the title of the second novel comes 

from the prophet Isaiah, the 21st chapter, in which the prophet is called by the Lord to proclaim to the people their own 

destruction and also declare to them their redemption. Anyway, Go Set a Watchman was not a Pulitzer prize winning novel 

like Lee’s first novel, To Kill a Mockingbird. In fact, this book published by her estate after he death was much maligned and 

criticized as poorly edited and sloppy. On top of that, Lee committed the cardinal sin of taking the hero of Mockingbird, 

Atticus Finch, who boldly defended a black man wrongly accused of a crime, and revisiting him later in life only to find 
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out that he is racist, too, and casts his lot with the local town white citizen’s council, not exactly the Klan, but 

nevertheless Atticus joins those who sought to maintain the segregation status quo. Many refused to read it. And many 

who did panned it, hated it, and railed against it. While To Kill a Mockingbird was told through the eyes of a child, Jean 

Louise ‘Scout,’ Finch, Go Set a Watchman was told through the eyes of twenty-six year-old Scout who returns home from 

New York to visit her aging father and small town lawyer Atticus, and who finds, not a pristine idolized hero, but 

someone with flaws, warts, and racist views.  

 What is interesting is not just these two different portraits of Atticus Finch both painted by the same author, but 

the public outcry that accompanied the second novel and what that says about us. We prefer our heroes and heroines to 

be pristine and whitewashed rather than complicated and ambiguous. We would rather hold on to our child-like version 

of Atticus Finch than have to deal with the more complicated and complex version with flaws just as big and bold as his 

virtues. It’s complicated. Kind of like Christianity community. I remember early in ministry getting frustrated at worship 

meetings or Christmas service planning meetings or some other church related meeting when someone would demand 

that we do whatever we were doing exactly as it had been done when they were a child in whatever decade that 

childhood memory occurred. But it was not just nostalgia for a simpler time, I believe it was also that moment in life 

when church and faith and the sacredness of the moment all created something special and idolized that someone 

believed should be and could be replicated. Who wants the baby Jesus to grow up and life to be full of bills, mortgages, 

scandals, and adult disappointments.  

 Our passage today is a heavenly vision from the prophet Isaiah, a vision of the holy city in which there is much 

rejoicing in Jerusalem, a state where there is no weeping or cries of distress, a state where infants do not die tragically and 

every old person lives a full life, a community where houses are built and lived in alongside planted vineyards and fruits, 

where all know their calling and put their lives to use, where wolf and lamb feed together alongside the lion and the ox, 

where no life is hurt or destroyed on God’s holy mountain. A vision of heaven on earth. A vision of the ideal community. A 

vision of what life should be like, can be like, what we hope for. We all know this is not reality. That life is about 

leveraging our advantages, exploiting our opponents vulnerabilities, consuming as much as we possibly can. We all grow 

up in the world and see that Atticus Finch turns out to be a slightly less racist version of Bob Ewell or the rest of 1930s 

Maycomb. We all know that the Christmas memory we are trying to replicate is going to run into the reality of a cynical 

pastor and flawed congregation members and a tarnished Christian community that has plenty of spots and wrinkles.  

 But what if the our being here is not about creating two-dimensional unflawed whitewashed people and what if 

our being here is not about throwing up our hands and admitting that we are never going to look like the beloved 



 
 

community here in Isaiah either no matter how many childlike rose-colored glasses we have to look through. What if God 

is not interested in getting us into heaven or helping us pretend like we can create heaven on earth or a utopian society 

here either? What if, in the words of Baptist theologian Ralph Wood, the point of our being here, our being a church, and 

maybe the point of life is to get heaven into us, and to get the hell out of us. What if Isaiah is not expecting us to create 

the New Jerusalem here in New Orleans, but rather to work as hard as we can to reflect God’s ongoing vision in some 

form or fashion into our community, whether through our personal calling or passion or hopes for our larger community 

and world. This week I came across the prayer by Bishop Ken Untener inspired by the El Salvadoran archbishop Oscar 

Romero, and the bishop remind us in our prayer, that the heavenly kingdom envisioned by the prophet Isaiah ‘is not only 

beyond our efforts, it is beyond our vision; instead, we can only plant seeds that one day will grow. We water seeds 

already planted, knowing that they hold future promise. We lay foundations that will need further development. It may 

be incomplete, but it is a beginning, a step along the way, an opportunity for God’s grace to enter and to do the rest. We 

may never see the end results, but that is the difference between the master builder and the worker. We are workers, not 

master builders, ministers, not messiahs. We are prophets of a future not our own.’1 But because we have been given the 

vision, we can see and hope for it, even when reality smacks us in the face or the cynicism of our world threatens to bury 

us in quicksand or smaller less demanding visions reduce our lives to more utilitarian purposes, cogs in the consumer 

machine or a bundle of synapses and neural stimuli searching for our next hit of dopamine or purposeless monads just 

playing out the string. Isaiah says to all of us, that we are all called beloved by God, that we are meant to flourish, and 

that each one of us have been given gifts by God to put to use for the sake of our neighbors and our community and this 

world God so loves. We may never see the full vision of it come to fruition this side of eternity, but what keeps us coming 

back is those glimpses of it, those moments where we are graced to see through the fragile, flawed, broken humanity of 

church that we are also a beloved community, where lion and lamb live in harmony, and all creatures of our God and king 

fulfill their role and purpose in God’s good creation.  

Walter Isaacson illustration… 

 
1 Oscar Romero’s Prayer, by Bishop Ken Untener.  


