
Page 1 of 5 
 

Sermon 02-03/04-2018 

“Worship, Care and Share – Repeat…”  

 Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Isaiah 58:6-10 
 

 

 
6 Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, 

and to break every yoke?  7 Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when 

you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from our own kin? 8 Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, 

and your healing shall spring up quickly; your vindicator shall go before you, the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard. 9 

Then you shall call, and he Lord will answer; you shall cry for help, and he will say, here I am. If you remove the yoke from 

among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, 10 if you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the 

afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be like the noonday. 

 

A. Introduction to scripture: 

In a moment we are going to hear powerful words from the OT prophet Isaiah. He speaks into a unique situation of his time. Israel has 

just overcome its darkest hour: The exile. After decades of living abroad in deportation the Israelites returned and started to rebuild 

their society.  

Unfortunately it didn’t take long until their new society grew gaps between rich and poor. Many people live in poverty while 

others live quite comfortably. 

Nothing ever seems to change in world history! 

 

One issue back then was that some Israelites lived seemingly devout lives, they practiced their faith - one of those practices was 

fasting. And yet for some reason they feel that despite their fasting God isn’t really blessing them in return.  

And so they complain…  

 

Why do we fast, but you do not see? 

    Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice? 

– Isaiah 58:3a 
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God gives them a sharp answer through the prophet. As we hear it in a moment I ask you: please don’t just hear it as a piece of history 

– hear it and see if you find connecting points to our time and to your life in it… 

B. Scripture: 

Is not this the fast that I choose: 

    to loose the bonds of injustice, 

    to undo the thongs of the yoke, 

to let the oppressed go free, 

    and to break every yoke? 
7 Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, 

    and bring the homeless poor into your house; 

when you see the naked, to cover them, 

    and not to hide yourself from your own kin? 
8 Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, 

    and your healing shall spring up quickly; 

your vindicator[a] shall go before you, 

    the glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard. 
9 Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer; 

    you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am. 

If you remove the yoke from among you, 

    the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, 
10 if you offer your food to the hungry 

    and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, 

then your light shall rise in the darkness 

    and your gloom be like the noonday. 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=isaiah+58&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-18795a
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C. Poverty, Injustice and Hunger in Wisconsin 

How much can you relate to the issue of poverty, hunger, homelessness and injustice that was addressed by Isaiah? Chances are you 

have had times in your life when you were hungry, poor or treated unfairly. Some of us live in poverty right now, others of us may 

have never experienced it. 

 

In 2016 13.3% of all people in Wisconsin received food stamps. That may not sound that terribly bad, but then you put that percentage 

in numbers-of-people and you realize: 709,000 people were in life situations in which they needed government assistance to have 

food. It gets heartbreaking when you consider that 43% of them were children. 304,000 children! 

 

Let’s look at this from two different angles. On the one hand we have to celebrate. If you’re doing well you can find comfort in 

knowing that some of the taxes that you pay have been shared with over 700,000 people in financial distress. That’s a good thing – 

society has to work like that. I think we should also celebrate that there is a lot of additional non-governmental help out there.  

There are 100s, probably 1000s of food pantries in Wisconsin, many of them operated & supported by an area church. A lot of 

communities have organizations that provide a vast amount of resources to those of us who live in poverty and many of them are 

operated and supported by area churches like ours (share Leaven letter). 

We need to celebrate that and never sell it short. 

 

But on the other hand we also have to stand before those numbers we just heard and ask: Why? Why do we have so much poverty in 

our country which is otherwise quite wealthy?  

Why is there this unfortunate circle of poverty and injustice?  

I went to a training last year where a Wisconsin judge said: “The longer you are in jail the more criminal you become. Poor 

people are the majority in jail.  And even though a person’s poverty is considered in bond-setting, it typically ends up that most poor 

people can’t afford bond and they will therefore stay in jail longer and therefore become more criminal!” – It’s a vicious circle! 

Why is that? Why is poverty such a struggle – not only here in Wisconsin? Most importantly: What can you and I do about it? 

 

D. Applying Scripture 

If you are curious about that question – and I hope you are – I invite you again to ponder the words that God spoke through the 

prophet Isaiah.  

His words must ring quite uncomfortable in our ears because Isaiah spoke to religious people, to people who had faith in the same God 

that you and I believe in. 

Isaiah says: you guys practice parts of your religion so diligently. You fast but you are not in touch with God. You fast and see it as an 

end in itself rather than a means to a greater end.  
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See, fasting in the time of Isaiah was connected to repenting. Israel still had a lot of repenting to do for what brought them into the 

exile from which they’ve now returned. But somehow this repentance aspect slipped away and people just fasted and thought that 

could buy them divine favor. That is not the case – not with God.  

Isn’t it interesting: You don’t need to go to the NT to find that God isn’t interested in works-righteousness and empty rituals!  

Just putting up a fast does not replace obeying the will of God that asks for both, total devotion to him through acts of 

worship and total devotion to others through acts of charity.  

Somehow we hear in Isaiah’s words that people in Israel had trouble with the latter. And if that happens, religious observance 

becomes hypocritical and misses the mark – it disqualifies the sincerity of your worship.  

You can’t engage in authentic religious actions when at the same time you still practice injustice.  

If you want God to hear your cry you also need to be willing to hear the cry of others who are needy.  

It’s almost like Isaiah wants to say: God can only raise you up to the extent to which you are raising up the least among you. 

Here are some of the practical things that were likely going on in Isaiah’s time: Some Israelites (ab)used the practice of fasting to 

withhold food from their servants. It’s easy for a rich person to fast when you got your fill the day before, but to take food away from 

a servant who didn’t have much in the first place so you can safe some money, that’s a different thing. What would you even call such 

behavior –a form of superficial religious fetishism maybe? In any case, it is an injustice. Can you see that?  

 

How do you find yourself connecting with Isaiah’s message? Let’s be careful that we don’t ignore it or become defensive, saying:  

‘Oh, this is not for me. I don’t have any servants in my house that I could abuse like that.’ 

You can remove yourself even more and say that as a Christian you don’t particularly struggle with the issue of a hypocritical fasting 

– especially we Methodist aren’t that serious about fasting anyway, even though the founder of our movement was.  

But I believe you have long recognized that Isaiah indeed speaks right to you, because the principal of the issue is an issue that is close 

at hand for every single one of us. The principle is: 

How do we do when it comes to the tough balance of loving God and loving our neighbor?  

It is in fact quite easy to get lost in either extreme. You can be insanely in love with God and express this love through most wonderful 

acts of worship (both worship in a church setting and worship in private devotional practices and prayer time).  

But if that worship doesn’t lead you to seeing your neighbor also it’s probably not worth much to God. It almost seems like 

that love for your neighbor is a pre-condition for attentiveness of God!  

I’m not saying that you worship God through caring for your neighbor. Worshipping God is an act in and of itself. But it is not 

isolated from the next love, the love for others. 

 

You can play that game in the opposite direction – one that Isaiah was not concerned about because he wasn’t confronted with it: You 

can be so involved in trying to feed the hungry and fight injustice that you get sucked up in the work without seeing God in it anymore 

who asked you to care and share in the first place.  



Page 5 of 5 
 

Yes, I know. You may say: “But as long as I do good, does it matter whether I do it out of devotion to God or have a different 

motivation?” The question Isaiah would ask is: What is your motivation? (Think on that...!)  

I don’t want to sound judgmental. We humans tend to be drawn to the extremes. Making worship a standalone act without 

consequences for the way how we treat others is one extreme – caring for others without being in touch with the one who instills the 

desire in us is another. 

But in the center of it all we find a hot balance, we find a beauty that Isaiah is promising to his people: Fast/worship with pure 

motives; repent of your sins not just inwardly but also in action toward others; honor the Sabbath of God as a day of true and authentic 

worship and care for the needy among you: THEN you will find God’s favor that your soul longs for so much. 

Do you think this is a message for you? Do you feel an imbalance in your spiritual life? Do you feel called by God’s spirit today to 

take new attempts to unite that pair that we disjoin so often? Are you hungry for worshipping God for who he is AND for reaching out 

to your neighbor for who he or she is? 

We all have over 5.5 M neighbors in Wisconsin and 13% of them don’t have enough. Don’t run from that number, and more 

importantly, don’t run from those people. Some of them may share a pew with you. Some of them you may never encounter 

personally but you can care for them not only by paying your taxes but also by supporting wonderful community organizations like 

the two that we are supporting today with our youth offering and our soup even in the fellowship hall (Sunday).  

 

May God bless you for every step – even the tiny ones – you take to live in authentic balance, to love God and to care for the needy. 

Amen. 

 


