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A brief history lesson.  Back in the time of King David, Israel was united and quite large.  It stretched from Egypt to what is now Lebanon in the north and Jordan to the east.  After David and then Solomon died, the heirs to the kingdom weren’t nearly as good as their ancestors and the kingdom split in two.  The northern kingdom was Israel which was still the larger of the two and Judah in the south.  Jerusalem is located in the southern kingdom of Judah.

In the eight century before Christ, the  Assyrians captured the northern kingdom of Israel and started the first exile.  In the 8th century before Christ, Judah was overtaken by Babylon which had already conquered Assyria.  So now, all of what had been Israel was gone.  A part of Babylon.  Most of the leadership and influential people were taken away and forced to live in what is now Iraq.
In the late 6th century BC, Cyrus the Persian went to war against Babylon. (let’s see.  That would be Iran invading Iraq.  Sound familiar?) Babylon was defeated and Cyrus sent all the foreigners, like the Jews, back to their home country.  So, the Jews headed south, some expecting to find the old northern kingdom of Israel, and some expecting the southern kingdom of Judah.

Everyone was disappointed.  Israel was now called Samaria and Judah was inhabited by a strange mix of people worshipping a distorted view of Judaism.  The Israel we know of today is most of the old Judah and about half of the old Israel, Jordan and Syria occupying what was the eastern half of old Israel.
So, here we are right after Cyrus sends everyone home.  And, the third person to claim the name Isaiah is telling the disappointed folk that all would be well.  He tells the people that he is speaking for God as his anointed (Christ if he were Greek), and he had the word of God on his lips.  God would a settled homeland in Judah.  The returning Jews would be planted like mighty oaks.  The ruined city, probably Jerusalem, would be rebuilt.  Judah would once again, be the people of God and he would never forsake them.  The wandering in the desert was over.  The mass resettlement that tore at the very structures of society and religious identity was over.  They were home.

“When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, then were we like they who dream.”

God had, indeed restored the homeland.  It wasn’t complete yet.  The temple hadn’t been rebuilt, but Jerusalem had.  So the people rejoiced in their return, yet still dreamed for the halcyon days of the united kingdom (which had existed 400 years before)

Third Isaiah and the psalmist both spoke of a return from exile.  The restoration of Jewish national identity and proof that God is on their side.  All of this, the exile and the return were acts of God because of either their apostasy, or their righteousness.

The first four verses of the Isaiah passage read today is familiar.  Remember the story in Luke.  Jesus begins his public ministry in his homeland of Nazareth.  He is in the temple and the attendant hands him the scroll of  Third Isaiah.  Jesus takes the scroll and reads this very passage.  He ends his reading by stating that “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

Isaiah’s song telling of the return from captivity had finally came true in the person of Jesus.  All that God had promised the people of Israel from the days of Moses were now a present reality in Jesus.  You may recall that the hearers of Jesus sermon tried to throw him off a cliff for saying that, but of course, Jesus got away.

John the Baptist warned the people of Judea (as it was now called), in the manner of the second Isaiah, that God’s wrath was developing against the apostasy of those claiming to be faithful Jews.  You see, many of the Jewish religious leadership had decided that living under oppression was their lot and they would fight to maintain a Jewish identity by making themselves different from others.  Their national identity would be bound by the ritual and rules of their religious identity.

That may be true, John the Baptist may have thought, but they were missing the obvious.  The restoration of Israel dreamed about by the Babylonian returnees, had come true.  Jesus signified the end of exile.  John warned the people that the restored Israel would be populated by those who prepared them selves for moving day.

The people of Abraham had been taken away, and the land promised to Abraham by God was put in the hands of pagans for at least the last 500 years.  They needed to be repentant of their sins that would separate them from God before they could enter this final restoration.

Jesus would be the dream dreamt when God restored the fortunes of Zion.  Early Christians would see the restored Zion to be the kingdom headed by Jesus and filled with those who confessed their sin and turned to Jesus as the proof of God’s favor.
“When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, then were we like they who dream.”

Jesus is the restored Zion.  He is the fulfillment of the prophets’ cries.  It is in him that we will all regain our religious identity as sons and daughters of the Holy One of Israel.

So, what we dream?  We who gather to pray for the restoration of humanity and our reconciliation to God through Jesus Christ, what do we dream?

I dream of a day when my daughter can run and climb and be a kid again.  I dream of a day where cancer no longer cuts short the lives of people I love.  I dream of a day when I don’t have to worry about a package left by my door.  I dream of a day when our sons and daughters in uniform can stand down and return to their loved ones.  I dream of a day when God’s name is never used to justify murder or war.

Your dreams will be different than mine.  And that’s fine because we can never know what the kingdom of God will be like.  We can dream and pray and live our lives to reflect the content of our dreams.

I truly believe that if we try to keep Jesus in our hearts and minds, then our dreams will reflect the kingdom of God.  No disease, no war, no sorrow, no hunger, only the steadfast love of God who wipes the tears form every face.
The restoration of Israel is in progress.  It’s not happening as a result of partitioning in 1948.  It’s not happening because of the continued conflict in northern African and southern Asia.  Perhaps it is happening in spite of all that.

No, the exile fades from view and the restored Jerusalem sits as a goal on a hill when we choose to live our lives in a post-exilic way.  When we choose to live out the dreams we dream.  When we go out weeping and return rejoicing carrying the harvest of souls on our shoulder.

John the Baptist lived his dreams.  He accepted the burden of proclaiming the now and not yet kingdom of God and the King who most graciously rules, Jesus.  John lived his dream.  He was committed to proclaiming the kingdom.  Of calling us all to repent and be made pure so that we could enter the kingdom of God, fully restored and fully forgiven.

It’s a shame that John didn’t live to see the sacrifice of Jesus, the Son of God  he didn’t live to see the Resurrection.  He didn’t see the destruction of the Temple and the dispersion of the Jewish people through out the world.  He didn’t see the political restoration of Israel.
But he saw the first glimmers of that Kingdom.  He saw the one whose sandals he was unworthy to tie.  He not only saw, but her recognized the King of Heaven.

He’s not to different from us.  I don’t think anyone would say that our restoration was complete.  If it was, there would be need for churches.  But we can look with the eyes of Hope and see glimmers, some faint, of the new Jerusalem.

Live for the glimpses.  Dream of the glimpses.  That is our hope for the restoration of the New Zion, the Kingdom of God ruled by the one who comes as a baby and rules as a king, our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

