THEME 10:
RE-CREATING IN THE MIDST OF SORROW
TEXT:

Isaiah 40-55 

(for the community meeting: Is 55:1-13)

BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. Accommodation to the situation in Babylon
Judah was exiled to Babylon, an event that turned out to be highly complex. After the first deportation in 597, both the deportees (cf. Jer 29) and those who took refuge seem to have been hoping for a prompt return. Moreover, those who remained in Judah were divided into those who resigned themselves to the yoke of Babylon and those who became saboteurs. However, the revolt of Zedekiah, which brought on the destruction of Jerusalem and the second deportation of 587, dashed all hopes. The overthrow of Judah --and of Yahweh-- had been as complete as that of the Northern Kingdom at the hands of the Assyrians.

It seems that a good part of the deportees accepted all of this as a fait accompli, though with varying degrees of nostalgia. The god Marduk had won the battle and the new territories were not so bad. Besides, many of the deportees were educated folk who could look forward to getting ahead even there. The same had happened with the deportees from Israel to Assyria.

1.2. The victories of Cyrus: a sudden ray of hope
Other groups began a movement of reflection, as we can see from Ezekiel and the Priestly Code, which coupled Yahwism with the new situation, without temple or sacrifices.

The sorrow, darkness, hopes and complaints among those who moved within these groups are repeatedly described in Deutero-Isaiah: "My way is hidden from Yahweh, and my right is disregarded by my God" (Is 40:27). "This is a people despoiled and plundered..., hidden away in prisons. They are taken as booty, with no one to rescue them" (42:22). "You did not bring me sheep for your holocausts... I did not exact from you the service of offerings" (43:23).

Nebuchadnezzar's long reign of almost 60 years was one immense oppressive boot that did not allow the slightest glimmer of hope for liberation. Those Exilic communities that remained faithful to Yahweh had to base their fidelity on pure faith.

But only nine months after Nebuchadnezzar's death,  Cyrus of Persia firmly established his sway when he conquered Ecbatana, the capital of his Median mentors, in 553. Almost at once he made it clear that his imperialist policy departed decidedly from that of the Assyrian and Babylonian system of deportations. The lightning-like spread of his empire can only be explained by the expectations of liberation that he cleverly awakened in so many oppressed peoples. He even entered the bastion of his arch-rival, Babylon, without shooting a single arrow.

Unlike most other descriptions of the sort, the boast recorded years later on Cyrus' "Cylinder, seems to have been more than mere rhetoric: "All the inhabitants of Babylon, as well as of the entire country of Sumer and Akkad...bowed to him [Cyrus] and kissed his feet, jubilant that he had received the kingship... Happily they greeted him as a master through whose help they had come to life from death and had all been spared damage and disaster."

This is the exact image that Cyrus chose to show from the outset, and that he later implemented in his policy toward the vanquished. From his first campaigns, it was clear that Cyrus was going to finish off the Babylonian Empire, which was being torn by civil war and was falling apart within.

This fact did not pass unnoticed by the groups of Israelite deportees, whose only hope thus far had been fidelity and silence around the saving Word of God. The Word --and Cyrus-- would awaken the voice of Deutero-Isaiah. His work is adjusted to the situation in which the people were living around 445 BC.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. Unity of authorship and style
Two prominent traits in this work make it unique in prophetic literature: its single overall aim which conditions and gives meaning to all its particular oracles, and its high poetic level, sustained to the very end.

The aim of the whole work is to encourage the exiles to leave Babylon and take part in a New Exodus of repatriation to Judah. In doing so it lays hold theologically of all of sacred history and of the pre-exilic prophets, as reinterpreted in the great void of the exile. This broad vision leads us to suppose a complex base of theological reflection. It is used in a coherent way, even though the task had to be tackled in the concrete setting of a period that lasted little more than a mere 15 years: from the appearance of Cyrus on the horizon with the conquest of Ecbatana in 553, until the  granting of permission to repatriate and rebuild the Temple in 538.

The prophet masterfully uses all sorts of literary devices, from oracles to visions and hymns, from reproaches and judicial arguments to messages, canticles and doxologies.

All of this leads us to suppose that there is but one author, a man of high literary ability, a consummate rhetorician and an inspired theologian.

He had to be so, in order to be able in order to transform so much death and lamentation, and quiet hope in the apparently defeated Yahweh, into a poem of encouragement and hope, and also in order to question the widespread resignation and adjustment to the status quo that the deportation had given rise to.

2.2. Structure of the Book
The background that animates the whole book is an apologia of the eternal saving plan of Yahweh, and admiration for its all-inclusiveness and consistency. Far from perishing in this exile, it has, in contrast, revealed all it sophistication, gratuitousness and universal scope (cf. beginning and end: 40:5-8, 55:6-11).

Literarily, this plan is gradually disclosed to us by linking arguments on the justice of the exile and the omnipotence and uniqueness of Yahweh, with heartfelt descriptions of his everlasting love and the new salvation that he is about to carry out.

Although the prophet uses almost all of the older images of salvation, purified by reflection on the exile, the predominant figure is doubtless that of the New Exodus, with Yahweh at the helm, dominating and planning everything. The Book has two sections:

- Hymns of Yahweh and Israel (chs. 40-48): liberation from slavery and triumphal march through the desert.

- Hymnic oracles on the new promised Zion-Jerusalem (chs. 49-55).

The whole thing forms a progressive and dialectically interwoven whole, inviting the Jews, both the fervent patriots and above all those who have become acclimated to Babylon, to take part in this unheard-of saving work that is being offered to them.

2.3. The "Servant Songs" (the Ebed Yahweh).
Within our Book, there are certain insertions which  both in style and above all in their theme and central focus, set them apart significantly from the whole. These are the so-called "Poems of the Suffering Servant of Yahweh": 42:1-4, 49:1-6, 50:4-9, 52:13-53:12. As these songs were scattered throughout the Book, some short fragments also seem to form part of this group, but this is harder to prove, since the first and second poems seem to have been lengthened by later redactors: 42:5-9 and 49:7-13.

In these poems, the repatriation of the exiles is incidental and subsidiary to the universal scope of the Servant's mission.  The salvation of which they speak is not presented as a purely gracious initiative of God, but also as a result of the justice of the Servant. Sorrow and rejection are not seen as a consequence of his own sin, but as a propitiation for the sins of others.

Interest is clearly focused on the saving effectiveness, universal in scope, of the seeming uselessness, contemptuous treatment, persecution and death of a mysterious servant, who is always upheld by Yahweh.

In the first poem (42:1-4), God himself presents the Servant, stressing his humility and constancy in bringing justice to the nations. In the second poem (49:1-6), the Servant presents himself to the nations as an efficacious --though seemingly useless-- instrument, not only to repatriate the surviving exiles, but also to bring salvation to the nations. The third poem (50:4-9) is the Servant's apologia for his activity in upholding the weary, and though he is cruelly treated for doing so, he trusts in Yahweh to sustain him. In the fourth and longest poem (52:13-53:12). Yahweh himself introduces the Servant at the beginning (52:13-15) and discloses his full meaning at the end (53:11-12). In the central section, an anonymous multitude is awestruck at the passion and expiatory death of the Servant (53:1-10).

In these poems there are also many points of contact with the rest of the Book, such as the title of "Servant," the universal scope of salvation, and the inscrutability and firmness of the divine plan.

All of this leads us to think that these poems, whoever their author(s) may have been, we also the fruit of theological reflection during the exile, like that of Deutero-Isaiah himself, although the center of attention is markedly different in them than in the rest of the work. At any rate, there are critical opinions enough to suit everyone's taste, and there is hardly a point in them that has not been contested. This very fact, however, is a proof of their quite singular nature.

2.4. "Community Prophecy"
Classical prophecy came into being with the Kingdom, and its attention was focused on national life. The prophets were strong personalities, enlivened by their prophetic experience, and normally opposed to "false prophets" or more-or-less institutionalized prophetic guilds that were indispensable in all courts as soothsayers to be consulted on any matter of importance.

The exile, which brought the genuine national life of Israel to an end, in practice also brought classical prophecy to an end. Nevertheless, far from being a sterile period, this period witnessed the drafting of a new theology that permeated the Priestly Document, structured the whole of Deutero-Isaiah and would condition all later Jewish literature.

Yahwism no longer found its support in the structures of royal power and in strong prophetic personalities, but came to subsist in communities of exiles who were constantly beset by temptations to apostasy. The only thing that these communities could rely on in order to maintain their identity was the Word. Yet their reflection produced a vitality and breadth of vision that would have been unimaginable a century earlier. This would be the origin of a new community awareness and of the first embodiments of community prophecy.

This literature starts losing the personal accent typical of classic prophecy and begins being concerned with problems that have arisen among a broad sector of the people. Deutero-Isaiah is already pseudepigraphal, and practically all wisdom and later apocalyptic literature will also be either pseudepigraphal or apocryphal.

Deuteronomy, too, had gone through a similar reflection on the exile and annihilation of the Northern Kingdom, although on a more elitist level that never had a social impact before the new exile, not even in the stepped up reform of Josiah.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. The Maternal Tenderness of God
Deported to a tempting country, at the mercy of splendid and awesome gods, deprived of worship and threatened with disintegration, the people gathered together again around the Word, which began disclosing its great creative force. The puny stump of Judah that remained from the great pruning began to flow with sap again. At the same time Yahweh, whom the nations had mocked because of Judah's fall, began to show his power  even in Babylon. It was a situation so like that of the choice of Abraham, that the exiles could hardly fail to evoke it from a completely new perspective: "Look to Abraham, your father, and to Sarah, who gave you birth. When he was but one I called him, I blessed him and made him many" *51:2; cf. 41:8 ff.).

Not only similar situations like this, but the whole of sacred history began taking on a new meaning as Yahweh began bring the exiles to life. In a certain way it was the inverse of the process the original prophet had followed when he announced destruction. Because whereas those in power had not put their trust in the God who had chosen them and did not believe in His love, now, in contrast, their rising from the ashes forcefully revealed the truthfulness of the immense love that all of God's interventions in history manifested. This was not just something they learned by rote. Rather, the Word of God was now raising up again the flesh and soul of this people who had been annihilated.

This experience of God's love is the soul of the Book, and it is described for us profusely: "Comfort, give comfort to my people, says your God" (40:1)... "Here comes with power the Lord God... Like a shepherd he feeds his flock; in his arms he gathers the lambs, carrying them in his bosom and leading the ewes with care" (40:10-11); "But you, Israel, my servant...offspring of Abraham my friend...You, whom I have called my servant..., fear not, I am with you...and uphold you with my right hand of justice" (41:8-10); "Fear not, O worm Jacob. O maggot Israel; I will help you, says the Lord; your redeemer is the Holy One of Israel" (41:14); "Thus says the Lord...O Jacob...fear not, for I have called you by name; you are mine. When you pass through the water, I will be with you... Because you are precious in my eyes, and because I love you" (43:1 ff.; cf. 43:11 f., 44:1 f.); "Remember this, O Jacob, you, O Israel, who are my servant. I formed you to be a servant to me; O Israel, by me you shall never be forgotten... Raise a glad cry, you heavens...For the Lord has redeemed Jacob, and shows his glory through Israel" (44:21 ff.); "Sing out, O heavens, and rejoice, O earth... For the Lord comforts his people... But Zion said, 'The Lord has forsaken me...' Can a mother forget he infant, be without tenderness for the child of her womb? Even should she forget, I will never forget you. See, upon the palms of my hands I have written your name; your walls are ever before me" (49:13 ff.); "I, it is I who comfort you. Can you then fear mortal man...?" (51:12); "I have put my words into your mouth and shielded you in the shadow of my hand. I, who stretched out the heavens, who laid the foundations of the earth, who say to Zion: You are my people" (51:16); "The shame of your youth you shall forget... For he who has become your husband is your Maker; his name is the Lord of Hosts; your redeemer is the Holy One of Israel, called God of all the earth. The Lord  calls you back like a wife forsaken...a wife married in youth and then cast off... For a brief moment I abandoned you, but with great tenderness I will take you back... But with enduring love I will take pity on you" (54:4 ff.).

It was the awareness of this love of Yahweh, recovered in the midst of sorrow, that made it forever clear that only Yahweh is God, and that his dominion transcends the limits and even the interests of his people, so as to reach out to universal dimensions. At the same time, it desacralized and unmasked the emptiness of pompous pagan cults.

They lived, not on bread alone, but on the Word of Yahweh -- as they did later on the Spirit, the goad of prophets. This Word partook of the transcendent character of Yahweh who uttered it, and disclosed his designs. When strict monotheism, by dint of stressing the transcendence and holiness of God, had managed to distance God from concrete history, both the Word of Wisdom, which is essentially close to human beings, and the Spirit, in their function as intermediaries, began the process of becoming divinely personified.

Our author took God's wondrous plan --a key theme in Isaiah-- and identified it with the Word of Yahweh that carries out His designs among human beings, while still maintaining the immediate presence of Yahweh in history, above all in the work of masterminding the return.

This Word-Plan of Yahweh constitutes the basic argument for the whole Book, as can be seen from its prominent position at the beginning and end of the Book:

- The polemic against idolatry is based on it. What was happening today had been decided on and announced long ago, not only from the election of Abraham, but from the very creation. The victory and splendor of the god Marduk in 'overthrowing' Yahweh, could be nothing more than a mere appearance: the same Yahweh stood behind this apparent defeat, and had planned it all.

Now it was all made clear: almost in the very instant of this apparent splendor of Marduk, it all began to fall apart radically. Cyrus had already begun his victorious march. The fact that this new 'savior' was a pagan, far from being a scandal, was simply a manifestation of the infinite saving resources that this Word possessed, resources that extended to the farthest reach of all creation.

This was, of course, an argument that struck not only the Jews, who had been delivered a powerful blow with the downfall of their country, but also, and indeed above all, struck those who had most admired the power of  Marduk.

- This Word, in its humble all-power, is the revealer of love and the creator of life. Creation itself testifies to it. The whole of sacred history is one long effort aimed at the loving creation of a people, a people who soon turned from being saved, to become selfish and idolatrous to the point of their own perdition.

But it was precisely in the midst of this apparent annihilation, in the sorrow of slavery, that the Word had most explicitly become the bearer of love and creative energy:  "Raise a glad cry, you barren one who did not bear; break forth in jubilant song, you who were not in labor, for more numerous are the children of the deserted wife than the children of her who has a husband, says the Lord..., for he who is your Maker has become your husband" (54:1 ff.). This is a perfect summing up of the experience of life that the Word created, through faith, in the midst of all that destruction.

- It would be in the approaching New Exodus that God himself would bring about a liberation never seen before. If the Word of God had been a gift of life in the depths of destruction, what would that Word yet be in the heights of redemption?

3.2. The New Exodus
Starting from the likeness between the slavery of Egypt and that of the Exile, the author focuses the interest of his listeners on the immediate future: on the New Exodus that was fast approaching, and on the New Zion, the end of their journey. More than a restoration, it was a new creation. In relation to it, the whole saving past had been but a prophetic prelude.

 
- The newness of this approaching rescue is stressed in 42:9, 43:19, 48:6-8, and is described at great length. It is something so unheard of that it can only be based on the creative power and universal dominion of Yahweh, traits that had been newly discovered during the Exile.

- In the parallelism that is set up between it and the old exodus, there is much more stress on their differences than their similarities:

a) The people involved have not just been enslaved, as in Egypt. Rather, they have been chastised by God himself in Babylon for their sins: "Who was it that gave Jacob to be plundered, Israel to the despoilers? Was it not the Lord, against whom we have sinned?" (42:24). "Where is the bill of divorce with which I dismissed your mother? Or to which of my creditors have I sold you? It was for your sins that you were sold, for your crimes that your  mother was dismissed" (50:1). Moreover, Babylon (which will soon pay for her crimes) was not content just to chastise, but also to do so arrogantly: "You [Babylon] showed them no mercy, and upon old men you laid a very heavy yoke. You said 'I shall remain always, a sovereign mistress forever!'" (47:6-7).

b) God no longer needs a Moses. As universal Lord he chooses a blind pagan, Cyrus, to overthrow Babylon and its gods, whose emptiness has been laid bare (41:1 f.,25 f., 45: 1 f.).

c) The description of the march through the desert lacks all of the elements of testing or chastisement that had marked the first Exodus. Hosea had already looked back at that sojourn in the desert as a sort of romantic idyll between God and his people (Hos 2:16, 11:1, 12:10), as did Dt 1:1-6, though in a more reserved way. Our prophet uses all kinds of literary devices and images to describe the unheard-of wonder of the new march through the desert. It seems less like a repatriation than it does a liturgical procession, headed by Yahweh himself in person, who lavishes all his creative power on it, making the desert a meadow. "In the desert prepare the way of the Lord! Make straight in the wasteland a highway for our God! Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill shall be made low... Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all mankind shall see it together... Like a shepherd he feeds his flock; in his arms he gathers the lambs" (40:3 ff.). "I will set in the wasteland the cypress... that all may see and know... that the Holy One of Israel has created it" (41:19 f.). "I will lead the blind on their journey; by paths unknown I will guide them. I will turn darkness into light before them, and make crooked ways straight" (42:16). "[Zion,] They shall bring your sons in their arms, and your daughters shall be carried on their shoulders. Kings shall be your foster fathers, their princesses your nurses"   (49:22 f.).

d) The promised land, too, the terminus of the New Exodus, is different. It is not a country to be conquered, but a renewed Zion into which Yahweh is going to enter as King (52:7). The maternal love of Yahweh is everlasting, even in the midst of ruin. But the reconstruction is going to be more efficient than the devastation had been (49:17). Zion will rise up from slavery, profanation and ashes, to become holy and to reign (52:1 f., 54:11 f.). She who had been a childless widow, will suddenly become a fruitful mother, constantly rejoicing in a multitude of offspring (49:18 f., 51:3, 54:1 f.). As daughter and spouse of Yahweh, the only true God, Zion will become a witness and center of access to this God, so that all nations will come and converge in her (49:22, 52:10, 55:4-5).

 
It is an all too common error to view these descriptions of the return as poetic idealizations of what would later become a vulgar and painful repatriation. The author had drunk too deeply of exile, to think that he would suddenly set foot on his native soil. His book is the fruit of an assimilated exile, and is in line with the "illusory" visions of the First Isaiah: his aim is not to build castles in the air, but to announce the ineffable truth of what is now happening. Cyrus allowed many peoples to repatriate; but only in the case of Judah would he act as a genuine Moses, a servant of Yahweh. And only those repentant Jewish repatriates could do full justice to the love and truth of Yahweh, a Yahweh who had definitively achieved his position as the One God.

Isaiah was aware of this, and he knew that any possible idealization would fall short of the reality of this liberation.

Conclusion:  Faced with the fait accompli of the deportation, Judah became aware that its special relationship with Yahweh had been broken, at least in the way it had been announced by the prophets. Without a new point of departure, God's promises would be left hanging enigmatically.

When this hope too shape with Cyrus, Deutero-Isaiah rose up, armed with monotheism and the Word, to "evangelize" that not only was the saving bond to be reestablished with Yahweh, but that this salvation was part of an eternal plan of love and that it was of a universal scope never before imagined. It lay on high with Yahweh who had planned it and was going to carry it out. It was going to be a continuation of the love and promises of old, but enhanced by the creative power of Yahweh, a visible sign of his exclusive Godhead, which could no longer be ignored by all peoples.

The prophet evangelized the sorrowing exiles, both those who were disheartened and those who had been resigned to their lot, in order that they should not miss this unique opportunity and that they should participate in this great adventure of God's design. But remaining alone in the wings could easily lead to disillusionment, such as many seem to have experienced in the milieu of Trito-Isaiah.

3.3. The Servant Poems
In Jewish tradition, this Servant was interpreted to be Israel, persecuted but faithful. This can be seen in the glosses "Jacob-Israel" of the Greek version of 42:1, and the possible gloss of 49:3: for if this were not so, then two different meanings would be attached to the name of Israel in verses 3 and 5 of the same poem. This interpretation is not so strange during times  of persecution, as, for example, in the time of the Maccabees. But in the rest of Deutero-Isaiah, there seems to be no evidence of a dichotomy between one Israel, that was persecuted yet faithful, and another that was unfaithful.

3.3.1. The Servant's Vocation-Mission
The mission of the Servant is described for us by dialectically setting his greatness alongside his limited resources: the seemingly fruitless perseverance of the Servant within the grandiose plan of God, in whom he places all his trust. This dialectic comes to its consummation in the death-and-glorification of the Servant, in keeping with the plan of Yahweh.

In the first poem (42:1 ff.) Yahweh presents the Servant as one destined to establish justice among the nations, who are awaiting his teaching. In the second, God makes him "a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth," after conferring on him the task of "restoring the survivors of Israel" (49:6). In the fourth, many nations and kings (52:15) shall be amazed at the Servant's misunderstood passion. Only in the third poem is there no mention of the universal outreach of his mission.

The carrying out of this mission is described to us in a dramatic progression. He begins by dictating the law to many nations, although he does so gently and without terrifying his hearers (42:2-4). He goes on to declare, "I thought that I had toiled in vain, and for nothing, uselessly, spent my strength" (49:3). In the third poem he has to deliver an apologia for his conduct, in the face of violent opposition: "I gave my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who plucked my beard. My face I did not shield from buffets and spitting" (50:6). Finally, in ch. 53, we are given a description of his expiatory death and his later glorification.

It is not easy to spell out concretely the content of this mission, this establishing of right and bringing of salvation to the nations. At the outset, it appears to be the fruit of a long and humble stay among these peoples, somewhat similar to exile. Moreover, a small part of this mission is the return from exile (49:6). In the last poems, in contrast, it seems that this mission consists of recognizing God's plan in a rather pointed event: the persecution, passion and death of the Servant.

What is undoubtedly clear is that the nations are actively included in the Servant's mission, the carrying out of which is a pathway both for Israel and for the Gentiles. The nations will peacefully recognize the plan of Yahweh in this Servant, who has brought them  salvation. Recognizing the plan of God does not consist just in admiring it, but in accepting it as a demand on their own life.

Salvation, then has a universal and at the same time everyday scope unheard of until then. It is no longer based on promises or covenants of a people with God, but on living the harsh reality of every day, relying on Yahweh and being aware of carrying out his saving plan, even in the midst of opposition and of situations from which there is no way out. And this is valid both for Jews and Gentiles.

This notion of salvation reflects the experience of annihilation and fidelity lived out in exile, now extended to all nations with the discover of God and the one and only Creator.

3.3.2. Salvific Suffering
The meek suffering of the Servant is described in a vigorous crescendo, paralleling the growing silence that envelops his God-given gift of a well-honed word. It begins with quiet eloquence: "He shall bring forth justice to the nations, not crying out, not shouting, not making his voice heard in the street" (42:1 f.). The Servant goes on spending his strength in vain, although Yahweh had made his mouth a sharp-edged sword (49:2 ff.). In the third poem, the gift of a word to encourage the weary, changes into a disciple's listening, into non-resistance to insults and spitting, into offering his back to those who beat him (50:4 f.). Finally, ch. 53 is the austere biography of a life of total silence in the midst of sorrow, mockery, persecution and death. But he endures this sorrow with the knowledge that it comes from Yahweh, that it is carrying out his grand design. This divine design, carried out by the Servant, is one of the most incredible revelations of the reflection that went on during the Exile. Finding one's support in Yahweh, living by His Word, is the only thing that can redeem any human situation and transform into a saving event. It can turn any silence into missionary eloquence. It can turn any situation of suffering and death into salvation.  Rejection, opposition, persecution and death, borne in the presence of Yahweh, reveal and make present the saving will of God. Just as sin and disobedience bring sorrow, suffering and death to the sinner and to his surroundings, so sorrow and suffering, lived in obedience, are transformed into life and salvation for oneself and for others. Silence and meekness, borne in obedience, become a sharp-edged and effective sword of the word.

Conclusion:  The radical universality of the Servant's mission, as well as the expiatory and saving aspect of his obedient suffering, both seem to be discoveries made  in the extreme situation of the Exile, and they would be very hard to accept and understand in any less desperate situation. Indeed, the revelation of both truths would undergo practically no further theological development, but would either be limited to much less radical realizations, or forgotten altogether in the mainstream currents of later theology, until they would again burst into new life in the New Testament. It does not seem exaggerated to compare this neglect with the centuries-long void into which Deuteronomy fell.

3.3.3. Identification of the Servant
The problem of identifying the Servant immediately springs into view. The universal scope of his mission, carried out in such a peaceful way, is hard to apply to any individual. The concrete and perfectly faithful traits of the Servant in the midst of persecution, passion and death are much more applicable to a good number of well-known personages that to some hypothetical community and even more so than to the people as a whole, since their fidelity was not exactly the object of praise, at least until the times of apocalyptic literature.

In Deutero-Isaiah, the only embodiments that echo this universality are, understandably, Cyrus, chosen by Yahweh as the instrument of His interventions in the world, and the New Exodus, the creative and wonderful work of Yahweh's omnipotence.

The universal mission of the Servant has traits of both Cyrus and of the return: He is an instrument in the hands of Yahweh, and in him Yahweh does something awesome. But the contrast is even greater: Rather than relying like Cyrus on armies to break chains, he tenderly cares for the bruised read and smoking wick; rather than finding fountains in the desert, thrones or emeralds, he finds spitting and death among brigands. Here, too --indeed in both First and Second Isaiah-- the perfect plan of Yahweh dominates everything.

All of this makes us think that the "Book of Consolation" underwent a reinterpretation. There were reasons aplenty for this: Cyrus the liberator had gone on to become Cyrus the oppressor, different from Babylon, but an imperialists nonetheless. The New Exodus had been carried out in penury and difficulties. Moreover, the problems involved in the birth of the New Zion have been clearly portrayed for us in the historical books.

The theology of expiation, which is such a precious complement to the "Book of Consolation," undoubtedly arose during the Exile. But there was always the danger that this would seem like a dream to the repatriates, whose bitter feelings were hardly palliated by the  painful new situation in which they found themselves.

The very concrete traits and the extraordinary fidelity that make the whole life of the Servant lead us to regard them as a reflection on the life of a concrete person. There is no lack of candidates, but what is described here by far surpasses any known biography. The author has chosen to leave the Servant anonymous, and unless he was someone known to all --though there is no trace of such a consensus-- there is no point in battling with might and main to establish his identity. Moreover, there remains the peculiar circumstance that since he was inserted into this book as a model for the repatriated people, more than one aspect of his person has been retouched and even heightened, resulting in more than one inconsistency. There is no doubt, however, that, whoever he was, his life was reinterpreted --and perhaps rather idealized-- based on the experience of those groups who remained faithful during the sufferings of the Exile.

If --as is quite possible-- it was not Deutero-Isaiah who composed and later inserted these poems into the Book because of the new situation that was emerging, we can at least say that despite a divergence of interests, both authors had been born into an identical theological world.

Within the Book of Consolation, the function of the Servant is to present to us a new type of Cyrus and of Exodus, which, in their way, also carry out God's plans for universal salvation, but from a different perspective and one much closer to that of the repatriates: in suffering obedience, in silent uselessness, in expiatory death.

The author aimed so high that it would take five hundred years, with Jesus, for these poems to find not only their literal realization, but to be surpassed beyond all imagination.


STUDY HELPS

THE SERVANT, THE PASSION OF JESUS AND THE FIRST COMMUNITY
The interpretation --normal in Jesus' time-- that the Isaian Servant was the people of Israel, was so weighty that this figure did not enter into the first formulations of the death and resurrection of Jesus. However, the similarities were so clear that they could not very long pass unnoticed. In the NT there are more  than 15 citations or allusions to the first poem alone. Part of the account of the Passion of Jesus had been shaped around the figure of the Servant, above all his silence before the various tribunals, his scourging, death and burial. Luke 22:37 places on Jesus' lips the words of Isaiah 53:12: "He was reckoned among the lawless," as an interpretation of the Passion> Matthew interprets the miracles of Jesus (Mt 8:17) in the light of the Servant's "It was our infirmities that he bore" (Is 53:4). Rm 4:25, an ancient profession of faith, presupposes Is 53:12: "Jesus who was handed over to death for our sins and raised up for our justification,"


THE "VOICE CRYING OUT IN THE WILDERNESS"

AND THE PREACHING OF JOHN THE BAPTIST
The aspect of 'Gospel' --the heralding of Good News-- which appeared in Second Isaiah, was vigorously taken up by Jesus in his proclamation of the Kingdom, to the point that it became a compendium of his Mission.

John, too --his precursor-- is seen under this evangelizing aspect. Mark, citing Isaiah 40:3, presents John as "a herald's voice in the desert, crying, 'Make ready the way of the Lord, clear him a straight path" (Mk 1:3). This also Mt 3:3, Jn 1:22 and at greater length, Lk 3:4-5.

John is shown to us as transfigured by the nearness of the Messiah and obsessed by Israel's unreadiness to accept him, as well as the dreadful Judgment that this would bring upon them. He preaches a baptism of conversion and repentance.

But the Gospel of the Messiah was less strident than John had hoped, and the Judgment he brought was much more subtle, though just as tragic. John had to move on from being a precursor to being a believer. Only in his silence before unjust condemnation and violent death, would he become an evangelizer and exact precursor of the saving Good News of the Servant Jesus.


CLARETIAN KEY

THE FEET OF THE MESSENGER
Saint Jerome sees Isaiah as a prophet, evangelist and apostle. "I shall exposit the Book of Isaiah, showing him to be not only a prophet, but also an evangelist and an apostle. For he, in effect, referring to himself and the other evangelists, says: "How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of him who brings glad tidings!" And he speaks as an apostle when he says: "Whom shall I send?  Who will go to this people?" And he answers, "Here I am, send me!" (St. Jerome, from the prologue of his commentary on the book of Isaiah. n. 1.2: CCL 73, 1-3).

Claret looked at the example of Isaiah and at once offered himself to be sent. In order to better understand his vocation, he felt that he himself had the feet of a messenger announcing good news: "Yes, how beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news of peace and of the blessings of the life to come, as Saint Paul exclaims with Isaiah! They are beautiful in the speed with which they race like heavenly spirits through whole peoples. And like angels, they are concerned for the salvation of souls, without looking to anything but the greater glory of God and the well-being of their fello human beings. They are beautiful, too, for their strength and courage in enduring the roughness, thorns and difficulties of the ministry; beautiful for their purity, which keeps them from being sidetracked by worldly interests, applause, honors or comforts; beautiful, finally, for the winsomeness of their exemplary life and the sweet holiness of their teaching, which converts, draws and wins souls over to love" (SAMC, Letter to Theophilus:  SSW, pp. 414-415).


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. The history of salvation. To persevere in reading the history of salvation requires a capacity for discovering the countless signs of life present all around us. They exist there as a sacrament of God's presence in our sin-filled history. They are sitting there, waiting for us to pick them up in order to be able to undo the knots of injustice that oppress so many of our brothers and sisters. The invitation to learn how to discover them resounds strongly in the message of Isaiah. Taking them up is an act of faith which we are all invited to make.

2. Hoping against all hope. We want proofs and assurances. It cost us to accept gratuitousness. The poor are the closest to the Kingdom of Heaven --it "is theirs" Jesus said-- because they know that only the loving presence of God can turn what smacks of death into a life-generating power. They believe and they hope. If you want to learn how to hope, begin with the poor. Will contemporary people be able to recognize these signs of life stirring in the midst of failures, of those who don't count, who are living in a desert, in a world that often appears doomed to die, yet still invites us to hope?

3. The signs of life and death. This is our invitation to the group: Let us try to sketch a map of our world, of our nation, of our city or of our neighborhood --it matters not how large-- and let us indicate the places where we feel the greatest power of the signs of life and  of death (the presence of persons and groups, centers that favor values connected with life, places in which, on the contrary, this life is being denied or martyred and is in urgent need of help...). Let us continue our exercising by pointing out the presence of Claretians on this map: Where are we? How do we fit into this history of life and death?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. We know the thrust of Claret's preaching. He was always striving to open hearts to conversion and to hope. Do we know how to be teachers and bearers of hope? What inspiration have we received from the Book of Consolation that we have been meditating on?

2. "Servants of the Word" is the title that defines us in the Church. In it our prophetic character is rooted. It would be good to ask ourselves whether this Word which we serve truly constitutes the foundation of our spirituality, whether it occupies the center of our life, whether it is the core of our ministry.

3. We are a prophetic community. Let us call to mind those historic moments, those community groups, those missionary actions in which prophecy has been or is being manifested most clearly. Let us lift these moments up in thanksgiving and beg the Lord that out own community may remain faithful to its prophetic vocation.

4. The figure of the "Servant of Yahweh" incarnates many traits that form part of the vocation and mission of the servant of the Word. Our prayer should be open to the questions that the Servant Poems put to us, and our life should be open to let his attitudes shine through.


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song

2. Reading from the Word of God: Is 53:1-13.

3. Dialogue on Theme 10 according to its different keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or of intercession, based on what we have shared in community.

5. Closing song.

11

