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Homily for People and Parishes 
Bishop Cam Venables – Sunday, 13th November 2022 – Pentecost 23 

 

Readings: Isaiah 65:17-25    Psalm: Song of Isaiah APBA p391 

2Thessalonians 3:6-13           Luke 21:5-19 

 

The reading from Isaiah this weekend is all about hope.  Hope that what was a tough 

reality would be changed by God into something much better.   

 

When we listen to the news we may find it hard to hope because the scale of 

brokenness in many parts of the world is so significant.  Currently we have images 

and stories from drought related famine in Ethiopia and Somalia.  Where is the hope 

for those hundreds of thousands?  We also have images and stories of those who 

have had to leave Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Ukraine and other 

places… to live as refugees.  What is the hope for those many millions of people? 

 

It’s good that the reading from Isaiah reminds us that faith gives us hope.  I’m not 

limiting that hope to something that happens to us after we die, for surely we believe 

that God’s Spirit is at work in the world now?  God’s Spirit actively bringing about 

transformation in the lives of individuals and communities, human societies and of 

creation.   

 

Isaiah was speaking to a discouraged community struggling to rebuild Jerusalem after 

a time of exile.  Things were not going well, and arguably some of the most able 

Jewish community members – including religious leaders, civil engineers, and 

administrators - had chosen to remain in Babylon.  It’s not hard to imagine the 

comfort and hope that the words of Isaiah would have brought: “I am about to create 

a new heaven and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come 

to mind. 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.  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…” (Isaiah 65:17-25). 

 

I think some people who first listened to these words would have looked at the 

corruption and inadequacy of their leadership; together with the dysfunction of their 

community and thought, ‘Are you kidding?  How can God bring new life to all of this?’ 
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‘Though Isaiah was imagining a renewed city, the deeper hope through time is found 

in a metaphorical understanding of ‘Jerusalem’.  If we understand ‘Jerusalem’ to be a 

metaphor for all human societies through time we can hear this text in a new way.  In 

our Australian context we might now hear these words:  “I am about to create a new 

heaven and new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind. 

But be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for I am about to create 

Australia as a joy, and its people as a delight.  I will rejoice in Australia, and delight 

in my people; no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, or the cry of 

distress…” 

 

Broadening the context to include other countries, we might hear, “…I am about to 

create Syria as a joy; South Sudan as a joy; Afghanistan as a joy; Iran as a joy; 

Venezuela as a joy; Ukraine as a joy… and their peoples as a delight.  I will rejoice in 

Syria, South Sudan, Afghanistan, Iran, Venezuela, and Ukraine and will delight in their 

peoples; no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in those places, or the cries of 

distress…” 

 

Friends who read the Bible in a more literal way may be uncomfortable by this 

interpretation of the text, but I find it hard to read the text in a literal way for at the 

end of the reading Isaiah suggests that in the new world God is creating, ‘The wolf 

and the lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox; and the serpent 

shall eat dust…’ (Isaiah 65:25). But, we know that if a lion was literally to eat straw 

like an ox it would die, because a lion cannot digest cellulose! And, if a snake just ate 

dust it would die, because it cannot digest goodness from dust like an earthworm! 

 

I think a clue to interpreting the imagery in a non-literal way comes in the preceding 

verses which affirm that, ‘They shall build houses and inhabit them; they shall plant 

vineyards and eat their fruit.  They shall not build, and another inhabit; they shall not 

plant, and another eat…’ (Isaiah 65 21-22).   

 

In the imagined and longed for future that God is creating then there is a 

collaborative way for a community to live together, because the text says, ‘they shall 

build… they shall inhabit… they shall plant… and they shall eat…’  It does not say that 

an individual, or an individual people, shall build, inhabit and eat but rather a 

collective ‘they’, and I think this means all of humanity. 
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Isaiah’s vision challenges the polarising behaviour and language we find in so much 

contemporary political, economic, and religious life.  In these, ‘They’ are considered 

less, while ‘we’ are more; ‘they’ are considered worse, while ‘we’ are better; ‘they’ 

are like predatory lions, while ‘we’ are like innocent lambs!  In this perhaps, ‘they’ are 

the ethnic group we are not part of, and ‘we’ are the ones who come from the same 

tribe.  ‘They’ are ones whose politics or theology we disagree with, or find offensive, 

and ‘we’ are the ones who share the same political or religious belief. ‘They’ are 

utterly wrong, while ‘we’ are utterly right! 

 

I’m reminded of some lines in the Yeates poem ‘Second coming’ which suggest… 

 

“Turning and turning in the widening gyre, the falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;  

mere anarchy is loosed upon the world… 

  The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity…” 

 

I think God challenges and calls us into new and collaborative ways of responding to 

the many complex challenges that face us.  ‘They’ can’t effectively address these 

things by themselves – and neither can ‘we’ – because they will be best addressed 

together. 

 

Last week the board of a relatively new charity called Community Refugee Settlement 

Australia (CRSA - https://refugeesponsorship.org.au/ ) met in Toowoomba for 

planning and discussion.  These board members came from Perth, Adelaide, 

Melbourne, Sydney, and Toowoomba!  The board does not all speak the same 

language, and does share the same political or religious beliefs.  However, the board 

does have a shared understanding that many communities around Australia have a 

desire and capacity to welcome refugees and support them to make a new life here.  

The staff coordinate and train groups of volunteers to receive and support refugees 

that the Australian Government bring to Australia and in the last three months CRSA 

groups have assisted ninety-eight refugees to settle. 

 

You may be thinking – that’s not very many people given the millions of refugees that 

there are in the world – and in some ways you’d be right.  However, it makes a world 

of difference to those who come, and to those in Australia who support them.  In 

https://refugeesponsorship.org.au/
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some ways each move from a place of little hope to a place of fulfilled hope.  Those 

who come move from the limbo of a refugee camp to a hoped for community where 

work, education, and safety become possible.  While the group members who 

support move from the despair of thinking they are powerless to making positive 

change in the lives of others. 

 

In a podcast I heard earlier this week someone affirmed that Christians are ‘called to 

be leaven, not the whole loaf!’  Referencing the wonderful parable in Matthew and 

Luke the speaker suggested that we be faithful with the little bit of life and time we 

are entrusted with, trusting that God may use this in ways we cannot imagine.   

 

I think Isaiah, through his words, would have been leaven to his very discouraged 

community rebuilding after exile.  I think the community groups supporting newly 

arrived refugees are leaven in a society where people can feel powerless to make a 

difference. 

 

How are each of us – in God’s grace - planning to be leaven this week: in the life of 

our families, our places of work, our congregation, our local community, and the 

wider world? 

 

 

Would you please join me in prayer… 

 

Holy God, we give thanks for inspiring women and men through the ages with visions 

of how we might better live.  Help us to recognise the work of your Spirit, and risk 

following where you call.  We pray in the name of the one who affirmed we should 

love you and love our neighbour, Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

 

  

 


