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Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost • September 16, 2018 
Isaiah 50:4-9a •  Psalm 116:1-9  •  James 3:1-12  •  Mark 8:27-38 
 
It’s fitting that on the day Sunday school starts both our Old Testament and New Testament 

readings are about teaching. Less fitting is James’s advice that “not many of you should become 
teachers.” Actually, that reminds me that Bill Joseph is looking for more Sunday school teachers. So 
let’s put James aside for the time being and talk about Isaiah.    

“The Lord God has given me the tongue of a teacher,” the prophet Isaiah writes, “so that I 
may sustain the weary with a word.” What word was going to do that? Words weren’t very helpful to 
the Israelites Isaiah was sent to talk to. They were deported from their home and sent to far-off 
Babylon. They were mocked for their monotheistic traditions. After a while, they gave up any hope 
of going home again. And eventually generations went by, and they had no memory of home at all. 
What word can sustain the weary? 

And so it falls to Isaiah, this prophet called by God, to sustain the people. Isaiah’s job, the 
job of the prophet, is to bring the people home. But what word is going to be able to bring them 
home? Or at least help them believe that home still exists? What word can sustain the weary? 

And if we’re skeptical of Isaiah’s words, perhaps it’s because we know some of that 
weariness, too.  

It’s the weariness you feel when life falls apart. Your partner tells you they want a divorce 
because they’re unhappy. And when you ask how long they’ve been unhappy for, they answer, 
“Years.” What word can sustain the weary? 

It’s the weariness you feel when you know it’s only going to get worse. Your doctor opens 
that manila folder with your initials on the tab, looks at you earnestly, and the only word you need to 
hear is “unfortunately.” What word can sustain the weary? 

It’s the weariness you feel when you’ve gotten too good at grieving. Last week, Hope and 
Healing After an Addiction Death had its annual vigil down the hill in Allendale. And as we’re 
getting ready to go outside and light our candles, the woman next to me leans over to her husband 
and says, “Go get me another candle.” And there’s a few seconds of silence before she adds, “I want 
one for each son.” What word can sustain the weary?    

This might seem like too depressing of a theme for Rally Sunday, a day when we focus on 
kicking off the program year for the church. But this text from Isaiah is right at the heart of the 
matter for us. This is what we need to be reminded of. Because there’s always a temptation for us to 
get so focused on running programs that we forget that how God calls us to become prophets. 

So how do we become prophets? There is no course on becoming a prophet. No guidebook 
or certificate program. When we think of prophets, we usually think of people who seem 
categorically different than us. King, Douglas, Stanton, Brown. People who are certainly flawed but 
also possess an unwavering sense of conviction and purpose. So how do we, people who at least 
have the flawed part down, become prophets?   

Let’s get at it this way. We might expect Isaiah to say that “The Lord God has given me the 
tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word. And the word is [this].” 
That’s how we expect prophets to work. We normally think of prophets as people who inspire us 
with their words and their vision for God’s promised future. We like prophets who call us to 
something greater than ourselves. Who provide a sense of meaning and purpose in our lives. To be 
in their presence is to feel like the world makes sense. Like it’s coherent somehow. We think that 
what you need from a prophet is the word. The advice. The solution. 
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Look at how Isaiah talks about being a prophet. Isaiah says, “The Lord God has given me 
the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word.” And here it is. 
“Morning by morning God wakens-wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught.”  

The most fundamental act of being a prophet is not speaking. It’s not preaching or 
proclaiming. It isn’t inspiring or lecturing or even painting this grand vision of God’s future. That all 
comes later. What comes before any of that is listening. What makes Isaiah a prophet able to speak 
the word of God that sustains the weary is that God has opened his ears to listen.  

So who is Isaiah listening to? The obvious answer is God. Isaiah has been called by God. 
And that only happened once, but “morning by morning” Isaiah has to listen for the word of God 
that is going to sustain these people.  

That’s the obvious answer, but it’s not the only answer. God doesn’t just open Isaiah’s ears 
so that he can listen to God and then proclaim whatever he heard. God opens his ears so he can 
listen to the ones who are weary. The ones who are tired. The ones who have given up on going 
home. Because you can never proclaim the word that will sustain the weary until you know why they 
are so tired. Until you know why they still wear that ring. Until you know why there’s always an extra 
place set at the table. Or until you know why they need two candles.   

See, Isaiah knew something that we often forget. Isaiah knew that we have to earn the right 
to be heard. We often forget that. Even a few decades ago, we could take it for granted that people 
would listen to us. That just by putting Rev. in front of your title, your ideas had some moral 
authority whether they were any good or not. Or that just by having a steeple on your building, you 
had some prominence in the community. How often do we fall back on that kind of thinking? We 
often think that people should have a life of worship and prayer because we find it compelling. Or 
that people should listen to what we have to say because we think it would help them. Or that 
people should send their kids to Sunday school because their grandparents did. What’s the problem 
in all of those? What’s the word that’s the tell in all of those? It’s “should.” We assume that we’re 
entitled to other people’s trust instead of having it offered to us. 

And the way we earn people’s trust, the way we earn the right to be heard, isn’t by running 
better programs. It isn’t by having a nicer building. It isn’t by having a more charismatic pastor. The 
way we earn the right to be heard is by listening. We might even say that it’s prophetic listening, the 
kind that the prophet Isaiah did. Accompanying people in their lives where they are. So that those 
who are weary know that their concerns are our concerns. That their exhaustion is our exhaustion. 
And, most important, that their hopes are our hopes, too.  

As Lutherans, this kind of prophetic listening is built into our DNA. In 1537, a group of 
princes sympathetic to Luther asked him to write down what his theology was about so they knew 
what the evangelical movement stood for. And in this document, called the Smalcald Articles, 
Luther describes how the gospel is proclaimed. And he wrote that it comes to us in five ways: 
preaching, baptism, the Eucharist, the rite of confession and forgiveness, and, here’s the interesting 
one, “mutual conversation and consolation of brothers and sisters.”1 Conversation. 

So the Word of God, or the word that can sustain the weary, isn’t just something that comes 
from that lectern or this pulpit. It isn’t something that’s contained within the scriptures or a sermon 
or the sacraments. It’s something that we proclaim to one another in our communities. Listening to 
one another’s joys and sorrows and embodying the gospel for one another. Those conversations 
where we let people know that there are reasons for hope. That they’re accepted. That we recognize 
their dignity.  

                                                           
1 Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert, The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, 

trans. Charles P. Arand, 2nd edition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 319. 
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So how do you do mutual conversation and consolation of the saints? Maybe there’s a 
workshop where they’ll teach you how to do it? Maybe there’s a script in the back of the ELW or 
something? The truth is you already do it. And I know because you tell me about it constantly and 
you don’t even realize you do it. It’s the conversation Nancy Thomas has with the patients who 
come into Valley Hospital. It’s the conversation Diane Stelling has with the kids at her crossing 
guard station, who she refers to as “my peeps.” (Her words.) It’s the conversation Luke Pensallarto 
has with his football teammates. It’s the conversation you have in AA where all you do is listen. It’s 
the conversation after the wake, when you didn’t know if you should go at all. 

So the question for us today is not How are we going to know the word that will sustain the weary? Its 
How is God going to open our ears this year? What stories will become part of our story? What disappointments will 
become our work? And what hopes will become our agenda?  

What word can sustain the weary? I don’t know yet. But let’s find out together. 
   
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


