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Isaiah 43:18-19, 21-22, 24-25
(Psalm 41[40]; 2 Corinthians 1:18-22; Mark 2:1-12)
18 
Do not remember the former things,



or consider the things of old. 

19 
I am about to do a new thing;



now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?


I will make a way in the wilderness



and rivers in the desert. 

20 
The wild animals will honour me,



the jackals and the ostriches;


for I give water in the wilderness,



rivers in the desert,


to give drink to my chosen people, 

21 

the people whom I formed for myself


so that they might declare my praise.

  

22 
Yet you did not call upon me, O Jacob;



but you have been weary of me, O Israel! 

23 
You have not brought me your sheep for burnt offerings,



or honoured me with your sacrifices.


I have not burdened you with offerings,



or wearied you with frankincense. 

24 
You have not bought me sweet cane with money,



or satisfied me with the fat of your sacrifices.


But you have burdened me with your sins;



you have wearied me with your iniquities.

  

25 
I, I am He



who blots out your transgressions for my own sake,



and I will not remember your sins.  
(A) Initial observations
The book of the prophet Isaiah is sometimes called the “fifth Gospel.” This high evaluation is due, in part, to the fact that our use of the word “gospel” really comes from Second Isaiah (Is. 40:9; 41:27; 52:7). Moreover, the early Christians used Isaiah extensively in their efforts to understand the person and ministry of Jesus. This use is mirrored not only in individual scenes and citations but also in the overall framing of the ministry, beginning with the Baptist in the wilderness. It was a conviction of the first believers that what Second Isaiah had longed for and looked forward to had come to pass in Jesus, in his death and resurrection. These considerations make our excerpt highly appropriate as Jesus “practices” novelty and proclaims forgiveness in today’s Gospel.   
(B) Where does the reading come from?

As very often in the lectionary, the reading comes from Second Isaiah, that part of the book that was produced towards the end of the great exile in Babylon. The present excerpt straddles two sections of the chapter 43, which are like this: 

43:1-7
Redemption of the people

43:8-13
The people as witness to God

43:14-21
Salvation

43:22-28
Complaint against the people 
Our passage begins with the offer of salvation, passes over to complaint, which then ends with a renewed offer of salvation in the form of forgiveness. The lectionary leaves out a few verses, probably for brevity’s sake, but these are restored above. In reality, it would be good to read all of chapter 43, to get the context of the first reading.  

(C) What kind of writing is this?

Commonly, scholars note the high literary value of Second Isaiah. Accordingly, the passage is a poetic oracle, exhibiting the common feature of parallelism. Of the verses in the lectionary, only v.21 is not in parallel. Robert Alter, a Jewish commentator on the Hebrew Bible, speaks of the “uneasy synonymity” of biblical poetry. He means the repetition is often not a mere repetition but somehow brings the thought forward or deepens it. This shift or emphasis is part of the pleasure of biblical poetry. The four lines of v.19 would be an example. 
(D) Is there an OT background to the imagery?

In a way, the background to this oracle is really Is 40-55 as a whole. Within those chapters there is a very interesting configuration of religious reality. First of all, Second Isaiah offers a “high” theology of the return from Babylon as a second exodus, more glorious and more transcendent than the first. This second exodus is by no means simply a repetition of the past, but has its own particular quality of openness to a new future in the hands of God. Secondly, it traces the opposition to this initiative of God in a way that can still speak today. The first level of opposition comes from Babylonian society: successful on financial, military and political grounds, perhaps it is also successful on account of its gods/ideology? These gods, in turn, represent another level of opposition and Second Isaiah devotes a good deal of space to mocking the production of these life-less images and contrasting them with the life-giving and living God of Israel. 

But the third level of opposition speaks directly to our time in the history of the church: the resistance within the people themselves and their failure to trust the message of hope given by the prophet. The people complain (40:27), are afraid (41:13ff.), blind and deaf (42:18-20), nostalgic (43:18), sinful (43:23ff.), they don’t understand God’s use of an outsider, Cyrus (45:9-11), they are false and stubborn (48:1-8) and they believe themselves abandoned (49:14). It makes for quite a list. Because of this opposition within the hearts of the people themselves, they cannot trust the fabulous message of hope offered them by Second Isaiah. Prophetic messages are often “contrary” (in both senses!), telling the confident to lament and the downcast to rejoice. Here, perhaps, is a message for the Irish church today, in its downcast, demoralised state. We naturally resist such messages, as did ancient Israel, but if we don’t take hope from God and God’s word, how can we move forward?  
(E) How does the Responsorial Psalm relate to this reading?

The first reading ends with the offer of forgiveness and Psalm 41(40) is simply a prayer of trust, asking God for pardon. 
As for me, I said, “O Lord, be gracious to me;

heal me, for I have sinned against you.”  (Psa 41:4)
(F) How does the first reading prepare for the Gospel?

A quick glance at the Gospel for this Sunday makes it plain why this passage was chosen. It reflects two themes, which come up again: newness and forgiveness. Newness will be a feature of Mark 2:1-3:6 as a whole. In the remarkable phrase of Jaroslav Pelikan, “tradition is not the dead faith of the living but the living faith of the dead.” 
(G) A brief commentary on the text

18 The force of this prohibition becomes clear once one remembers (!) that memorial is a fundamental “law” of Israel. Remembering, however, can be a nostalgic flight into a glorious past; real biblical memorial, by contrast, is effective because it opens the present moment to a new future. It does this, a Liberation Theology frequently noted, by relativizing the present and reminding us that were not always are they are now and don’t have to be so into the future! The paradoxical prohibition on memorial is therefore meant to prevent a cosy looking back and to encourage real hope into the future. 
19 The new exodus will outstrip the old. See, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now declare; before they spring forth, I tell you of them. (Is 42:9) The second exodus will be not just a way but even a river in the desert.

21 God is the one who forms (Is 43:1; cf. Gen 2:7) this people for his praise.
22 God’s complaint begins: Israel has tried to do without God or even reverse the relationship. 

24 The reading skips the metaphors and continues in 24b. They were weary of God and now God professes himself weary of their sins! Israel has reversed the right order of worship and treated God as their servant. 
25 In response, God will indeed “serve” them and forgive them their sins. The mocking reversal of roles is religious daring and reminds the Christian reader of Jesus, who came not to be served but to serve (Mark 10:45). Note the emphatic “I” repeated at the start, almost an echo of the divine name itself. There is also a little barb in the words “for my own sake”. Perhaps a good reminder of the relativity of church? 
(H) Pointers for Prayer


1 In the “noisy silence” of the church today, can I hear what the spirit is saying to the churches? Is it a new word of hope and life?
2 Can I sense within myself levels of despondency / resistance to the future, emerging church? Why is this? What am I going to do about?
3 The kingdom of God is not our project, but God’s and the future of this project is not in our hands but in his. Is God offering a new exodus after the presence “exile” and where are the signs of this?
(I) Prayer


G

od of hope and freedom, 

open our ears that we may hear
what the Spirit is saying to the churches;

open our eyes that we see

your creative hand, forming our future;

open our hearts that we may have courage

to leave the past behind and build a new future

under your inspiration and guidance. 
We make our prayer through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, 

who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

God for ever and ever. Amen.                                
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