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Portsmouth Diocesan Conference: ‘Dreaming the Dream of the Disciple’

For the readings at Morning Prayer on these three days I’ve chosen readings from Isaiah—this is the only place where we have Old Testament readings—and all three of them are passages that don’t reflect the life and times of the prophet Isaiah himself but a later period.  This morning’s passage is well known, especially now that it appears as an Advent canticle in Common Worship Daily Prayer.  It seems to reflect exactly the same background as the so-called Second Isaiah, the prophet of Isaiah 40-55: the last years in Babylon before the return from Exile, somewhere around the 530s BC, since it ends with the same hope of a return to Zion that we find so prominently in Second Isaiah, couched in the same imagery of miraculous fruitfulness and the desert blossoming to greet the exiled Israelites as they return.  I want to explore it in the light of yesterday’s theme, ‘Dreaming the Dream of the Disciple’, and I shall each day think about the theme that concerned us the previous day in this way, so as to round off our thoughts about it with biblical reflection and prayer.  After I finish there’ll be some time of silence, rounded off with a prayer to lead us back into the order of Morning Prayer.

On the face of it the passage tells us about the hopes and dreams of a group of people very distant from ourselves: the exiles in Babylonia in the sixth century BC.  How far these dreams were rooted in reality it’s hard to say.  The exiles had in many cases settled down in Babylonia, in what is now Iraq; we know they had begun to farm, and to open businesses, because there are documents about a Jewish bank there from the second generation after the people were deported in the 590s and 580s.  They weren’t imprisoned, but were encouraged to become good Babylonian citizens and to regard this as a new homeland.  Many however longed to return to the land of Israel: it’s in this period that we can first speak of Zionism; and the prophet we know as the Second Isaiah saw the rise of the Persian king, Cyrus, as a sign that liberation and return were coming—and he was right, since Cyrus conquered Babylonia and let many exiled peoples go back to their homelands, including at least some of the Jewish exiles.  He, and the author of this morning’s reading who may be the same person, indeed, presented the return in terms of these unforgettable images of flowers growing in the desert, blind people seeing again and those with no hearing or speech recovering their powers, of water where there had been barrenness.  Above all he foresees a pathway across the desert that separates Babylonia from Israel along which the Israelites can walk in safety, unafraid of dangerous animals.

But the language is so exuberant that it invites, and already at the time must have invited, a more than literal interpretation.  It is a dream that the prophet thinks will come true, but I doubt if he thought the physical details would be literally enacted, with literal crocuses blooming in the literal desert.  The details are metaphors for the transformation of life, and they immediately invite reapplication to ever-new situations.  The joyful experience of returning to Zion becomes a kind of foretaste of paradise, a dream that can be dreamed again by people in each new generation: that after all is why it was recorded and treasured up until it became part of the Bible, even after in its straightforward sense it had been fulfilled, at least partially, in that some exiles did indeed return.  

And so it can tell us something about ourselves and our dreams as disciples of the same God who made these promises to the exiles.  What it encourages us above all to do is to hope: not to treat our dreams of the transformation of the world as just idle dreams.  The passage doesn’t encourage us to think that we can, as people sometimes say, build the kingdom: it speaks entirely of the action of God, who will present his people with restoration as a gift.  There is no political programme here.  This doesn’t mean that there is no point in political programmes, but only that they do not deliver the new Jerusalem, even if we sing Parry’s Jerusalem as we plan them.  But it does encourage us to think that God will indeed transform the world, that our hops are not empty.  As most people here will know, the Old Testament speaks almost always in this-worldly terms of the coming reign of God, hardly ever in terms of a new world we inhabit after death, though Christians of course look beyond the horizons of the Old Testament in this respect.  But whether we think of the Christian hope as fulfilled in a transformed ‘this’ world or in a ‘new heaven and a new earth’, as the book of Revelation puts it, the point above all is hope: the belief that the dream is not a pipe-dream, not an empty hope but one we can trust.  We are to be transformed into what God chooses: that is what the passage from Isaiah tells us about ourselves.  ‘We are the children of God, and what we will be has not yet been revealed … but when he is revealed we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is’, as the first Letter of John puts it.  

Now to be told this about ourselves is to learn something we could not have told ourselves.  People’s temperaments differ where hope is concerned, and some are naturally sunny and hopeful, always looking on the bright side.  Others of us are not like that at all.  I certainly fall into the second category, temperamentally inclined to think that if anything can go wrong it probably will.  You may remember the scene in Winnie the Pooh where Pooh and Piglet are walking through the wood in a high wind.

The wind was against them now, and Piglet’s ears streamed behind him like banners as he fought his way along, and it seemed hours before he got them into the shelter of the Hundred Acre Wood and they stood up straight again, to listen, a little nervously, to the roaring of the gale among the tree-tops.

‘Supposing a tree fell down, Pooh, when we were underneath it?’

 said Piglet.

‘Supposing it didn’t,’ said Pooh after careful thought.

Pooh is right, but I am with Piglet all the way in this one.  To someone like me, Isaiah 35 is a challenge as well as a consolation, inviting me to believe that God actually can accomplish the transformation of the world despite all the evidence seeming to be stacked the other way.  But of course in the last analysis we are all naturally pessimists, as we look forward to the one thing that is certain, our own death: there’s no room for naturally hopefulness where that is concerned, and the best any of us can do by the light of nature is to decide not to think about it and to enjoy, as Ecclesiastes encourages us to do, the life that we do have with all its real pleasures and delights, while it lasts.   But just here, so Christians believe, God does indeed tell us what we cannot tell ourselves.  He tells us that those who drink the living water he brings in the desert of human existence will not die eternally.  Almost impossible to believe, for me at least, yet the authentic Christian gospel which we profess.

Now if we really do have this hope in us, then the dream that this disciple dreamed, of a world transformed and glorified, can be realized in the present too, despite its pains and problems.  There can be a kind of joy that rejoices that things are as they are even in the midst of the imperfection and disaster we often see around us.  Robert Browning wrote, ‘God’s in his heaven, all’s right with the world’ in response to the fact that ‘the lark’s on the wing, the snail’s on the thorn’.  It’s very easy to deride this as fatuous optimism when set alongside all the evils in the world, and to talk as though Browning was simply shutting his eyes to them.  Nature looks wonderful, but the lark on the wing is probably just preparing to eat the snail on the thorn.  But in itself Browning, who after all had known plenty of troubles himself, was simply expressing a delight that does not have to be justified by specifying what, precisely, is ‘right with the world’, a generous optimism that Christians share however fearful individual events may make them at times.  Thomas Traherne understood this when he wrote in the late seventeenth century:

Your enjoyment of the world is never right, till you so esteem it, that everything in it, is more your treasure than a King’s exchequer full of Gold and Silver …  Can you take too much joy in your Father’s works?  He is Himself in everything.

The disciple’s dream is a dream of a world in which people realize the truth in this; and it can come true for each of us individually if we set ourselves to muse sometimes on the sense in which God is indeed himself in everything.

A prayer by Janet Morley:

O God unknown, in our mother’ womb you formed us for your glory.  Give us a heart to long for you, grace to discern you, and courage to proclaim you; through the one whom you loved before the foundation of the world, our Saviour Jesus Christ.  Amen.

