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As I’ve shared with you before, my experiences with organized religion, 
as a young person, were not good. Even now, when I meet someone in 
the community and tell them I’m a minister, and he or she says, “I don’t 
like organized religion.” My response is always, “Yeah, neither do I.” 
Early on, I felt the tension in my heart between the church proclaiming 
that God loves and welcomes everybody and my own observation that 
the church doesn’t do a good job of loving people and, through its 
made up rules, excludes people from participating fully in the life of the 
church. “Those people aren’t dressed right for church…so 
disrespectful.” “Look at him, he has a tattoo.” “What kind of music is 
that? That doesn’t belong here.” “You are welcome here, but we can’t 
allow you to teach Sunday School.” “After you join the church, by way 
of a public confession of faith, you can take communion.” “You have to 
believe these things or you aren’t really a Christian.” I could go on and 
on and on. I have actually heard these things with my own ears. And 
sometimes churches broadcast this twisted theology for all to see 
(slides of church signs). Here’s what I believe, instead of making rules 
and practicing traditions which exclude people, the church ought to be 
dreaming of ways to include more and more people.  
 
This morning, we continue our study of the biblical theme of Sabbath 
and consider Sabbath as resistance to the exclusivism that I believe 
plagues Christian churches. This Lenten season, we have been looking 
at Sabbath, both from the context of ancient Israelites, whose stories 
are told in the Hebrew Bible, and from our own context in the 21st 

century, United States. There are many cultural differences for sure, 
but we have drawn attention to some similarities. One of those is our 



tendency to exclude people who are different from us. Our text today, 
speaks to this.  

56Thus says the LORD: 

   Maintain justice, and do what is right, 
for soon my salvation will come, 
   and my deliverance be revealed.  

 
2 Happy is the mortal who does this, 
   the one who holds it fast, 
who keeps the sabbath, not profaning it, 
   and refrains from doing any evil.  

 
3 Do not let the foreigner joined to the LORD say, 
   ‘The LORD will surely separate me from his people’; 
and do not let the eunuch say, 
   ‘I am just a dry tree.’  
4 For thus says the LORD: 
To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, 
   who choose the things that please me 
   and hold fast my covenant,  
5 I will give, in my house and within my walls, 
   a monument and a name 
   better than sons and daughters; 
I will give them an everlasting name 
   that shall not be cut off.  

 
6 And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, 
   to minister to him, to love the name of the LORD, 
   and to be his servants, 
all who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, 
   and hold fast my covenant—  
7 these I will bring to my holy mountain, 
   and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
their burnt-offerings and their sacrifices 



   will be accepted on my altar; 
for my house shall be called a house of prayer 
   for all peoples.  
8 Thus says the Lord GOD, 
   who gathers the outcasts of Israel, 
I will gather others to them 
   besides those already gathered.*  

This passage begins Chapter 56 and it is the start of a section scholars 
refer to as Third Isaiah. In Israel’s narrative, this part of the story is 
hundreds and hundreds of years after the Israelites first entered the 
promised land. This section deals with the time period when the 
Israelites were returning to Jerusalem after the Babylonian exile. On 
the screen, is a rough timeline, not to be taken too literally. The point I 
want to make is that we are a long way, generations away, from the 
point in Israelite history where we ended last week. The people 
returning from exile were not even the same people who had originally 
been exiled. A full generation had passed while the people were 
scattered. This new generation was coming back to Jerusalem and the 
focus was on rebuilding the worshipping community.  
 
This passage looks forward to a rebuilt temple that shall be called, “…a 
house of prayer for all peoples.” It mentions specifically that foreigners 
and eunuchs shall be welcomed into the assembly of the Lord. This was 
not previously the case. This call to inclusion is in stark contrast to 
Deuteronomy 23:1-8 which is essentially a list of who cannot be part of 
the faith community…eunuchs and foreigners are among them. This 
Isaiah contradiction to the Torah would have been quite startling to 
these rule-following people who were trying to decide who was in and 
who was out.  
 
It’s helpful to note, that when the passage from Deuteronomy came to 
be, church and state were inseparable, so anyone the king didn’t want 
meddling in politics was also not allowed in the temple.  
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That explains why foreigners were excluded, right? This time period 
followed the collapse of Assyrian imperial rule in the region, so anyone 
seen as colluding with the Assyrians was excluded. The exclusion of 
eunuchs, though, was two-fold. First, there was a belief that physical 
deformity (in this case, castration) made one impure, however, there 
was a political reason for exclusion as well.   
 
High ranking Assyrian officials, unlike Judean officials, were often 
eunuchs. These officials who were in charge of the money or who were 
in charge of parts of the Assyrian territory had the potential to, and 
usually did, acquire quite a lot of power, making them potential threats 
to the king. In order to be king though, a person had to be able to 
produce an heir to the throne. Eunuchs were unable to do that, so they 
were perfect for these powerful jobs…there was no chance they could 
ever produce an heir. Because of that, there was no reason for a king to 
feel threatened by a eunuch. So, in Deuteronomy, eunuchs (because of 
the likelihood they were part of the Assyrian imperial system), were 
forbidden from temple participation in order to avoid influence from 
these outsiders who had previously been a threat to Israel.  
 
Isaiah 56 lifts the ban for foreigners and eunuchs who, keep the 
Sabbath… and hold fast my covenant. We’ve learned in our study of 
Walter Brueggemann’s book, Sabbath as Resistance, that Sabbath isn’t 
about a list of things we can’t do on one day of the week. Brueggemann 
says it’s about the “fruits” that arise from work stoppage. These fruits, 
he says, are, “…life and joy, praise and shalom.” Our passage today 
indicates that from that point on, the temple was home to anyone as 
long as that person was defined by the values that govern Sabbath. The 
community throws the doors wide open to everyone for whom 
competition, achievement, production and acquisition take a back seat 
to …compassion, justice, mercy. There is Sabbath-keeping faith in God, 



who gathers Israel and all of the outcasts as well. The list of who isn’t 
allowed in is no longer valid. God welcomes everyone. 
And according to Rick Lowery, author of Sabbath and Jubilee, and I’m 
guessing friend to some of you, this turnabout, “announces the advent 
of a new era, an age of unprecedented possibility.”  
 
“An age of unprecedented possibility…” I love that phrase. What might 
it mean for us as Disciples Christian Church?  
 
First, now is the time for us to present a clear, concise message of 
inclusion for all people, a message based on intelligent, compassionate 
interpretation of scripture, and the life of Jesus, whose ways we try to 
follow.  We cannot continue to allow the Bible and Christianity to be 
used in order to exclude. After all, the story may begin, like in 
Deuteronomy, with prejudice, discrimination, and animosity, but God 
moves us toward the message of Isaiah 56, toward openness, welcome, 
acceptance, and inclusion. I know I’ve said this before, but it’s 
important…any interpretation of the Bible that causes us to exclude is 
not a valid interpretation. 
 
I’ve been here 8 weeks. I have had the opportunity to get to know you 
and this community a little bit. And because if this, I realize that 
preaching to you about inclusion is, in many ways, “preaching to the 
choir.” That’s one of the reasons I wanted to come here. I feel like you 
get this. But, when I finished this sermon on Friday, I had this nagging 
feeling that I had not said what really needed to be said, but it wasn’t 
until this morning that I realized what that was.  
 
Here’s the thing, I think we each might have our own list, like the one in 
Deuteronomy, a list of people, for one reason or another, that we 
would rather not include. We try not to think about our private list 
because, quite frankly, it doesn’t feel good. It feels much better to say, 
“All means All.” Or, “We welcome everyone to the table.” So, who’s on 



your list? You don’t have to say it out loud. It would be good, though, to 
be aware of it and to spend some time reflecting on it. What is it about 
the people on your list that causes you to prefer not to include them? 
Know that God’s desire is to move us from Deuteronomy to Isaiah.  
 
The primary reason you called me to this church is that you want this 
church to grow. I think we have to get clear about that though. It’s a 
great thing to want the church to grow. I want that too. But why do we 
want Disciples Christian Church to grow? It isn’t going to work for us to 
want to grow the church just for the sake of having a bigger church. The 
only reason to grow this church, or any other church, is to change the 
world. And I believe there is one thing that will do that, creating space 
for people to belong. Everyone needs a place to belong, a place where 
no matter what, they are loved and accepted. My own experiences 
have shown me that churches have not done a good job of being that 
place. Now is the time…a time of unprecedented possibility.  
 
Now is the time to show people, through our actions, that there isn’t a 
list of people who don’t belong. Now is the time to gather God’s 
people. Like the Israelites who were scattered into exile following the 
destruction of the temple, we have allowed ourselves to be scattered. 
We’ve allowed ourselves to be scattered, separated, by our own 
anxiety to produce, and a culture that creates insiders and outsiders.  
 
Sabbath-keeping resists this culture of exclusion because when 
excessive production and consumption stop, we see ourselves and 
others, not for what we do, but for who we are…human beings, 
neighbors, brothers and sisters who need each other. Nobody is 
excluded. This is the message that greeted the returning exiles. This is 
the message we can use to greet the people who have been hurt by the 
church, wounded by our rat race culture, and who are wondering if 
there is a place where they belong. 
 



Broadly, here are the things we need to do to share this message. 
 
Connect with people (meaning go to them) through common interests 
and changed traffic patterns. What are the things you really enjoy? 
What are the issues you really care about? Be sure the people you 
interact with know that you are part of a faith community that 
celebrates the things you (and they) are passionate about.  
Consider going somewhere new, meeting new people. Choose to 
include more people in your life. 
 
Share our building with people who share our mission of love and 
inclusion. We currently share our building and grounds with the 
community. The Boy Scouts meet here. Soccer teams practice here. 
There are folks who enjoy time with their dogs on our grounds. We 
partner with OSU to host Ollie classes for adult learning. We welcomed 
the community for a candlelight vigil in support of the LGBTQ 
community. We even welcome our feathered and furry neighbors. If 
you know of a group that is looking for a place to meet or host an 
event, mention the possibility of meeting here. An empty building does 
nothing.  
 
Be willing to try doing things differently, even if it’s frightening. 
Change is hard. Talking about change can be exciting and invigorating. 
Actually changing…that’s hard. This week, I think I heard someone say, 
“Doing big things is hard.” And it’s risky. Friends, not changing is even 
riskier. I wonder what you think we could do differently.  What could 
we change that would demonstrate our inclusiveness? I have some 
ideas of my own. I would love to hear your ideas. And I hope I we can 
work together as we expand our ideas of what it means to be the 
church in a world that desperately needs us to be the church.  
 
Over the next few months, we will be working on our 2018 ministry 
plan. You will be invited to be part of the dreaming. I invite you to begin 



now thinking about our core values: hospitality, spiritual growth, and 
social justice through service. How can we respond to them this year 
and in the years to come? I will say that today’s theme of inclusion will 
undoubtedly be a big part of our conversations.  
 
I hope the time we are spending on Sabbath this Lenten season affects 
our ministry focus moving forward. Sabbath keeping generates a new 
priority, an attitude of un-anxious compassion and a desire for equity in 
our lives. Schedule this week’s Sabbath time, mark it on your calendar. 
You are worth it. Amen. 
 
 
 
 


