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Can’t see for looking.  Ever had that feeling?  You’re can’t see something, 

even though it’s staring you in the face.   

I wear reading glasses, so I am constantly taking them off to see people and 

putting them back on to read.   

This past week I was looking at my computer screen and I couldn’t see the 

words as sharply as I’d like, so I instinctively started reaching around 

to find my glasses, but to no avail.  Finally, my co-worker, Tracy, said, 

“You’re wearing them.” 

I blamed it on fatigue and smudges.   

Today’s scripture passages deal with a bit of “can’t see for looking.” 

The Old Testament passage is from so-called Third Isaiah, the last part of 

the book that took place after the return from exile in Babylon to 

Judah.   

The people are struggling to rebuild Jerusalem and the Temple, but it’s not 

easy.  Day after day the people seek God, wanting God’s righteous 

judgments.  They believe they are doing all of the right things and that 

it is God who has not been keeping the faith.  In verse 3 they ask, 

“Why do we fast, but you do not see? Why humble ourselves, but you 

do not notice?” 

God responds saying, “Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day, 

and oppress all your workers. Look, you fast only to quarrel and to 

fight and to strike with a wicked fist.  Such fasting as you do today will 

not make your voice heard on high.” 

Now religious fasting is a pious act, particularly for penitence and 

mourning—both then and now, particularly in the upcoming Lenten 
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season. It is not a meaningless activity; it can help you be more 

reflective, aware, and grateful to God—if you let it.   

One year when I was in college, during Lent I fasted once a week during the 

day.  After a few weeks I proudly told my good friend Jeff of my 

success in fasting during Lent and he replied, “Yeah, I know—you are 

such an irritating grouch on those days.”  I may have done the pious 

act, but I had not done so piously; more ritual than faithful. 

In the Isaiah passage God rebukes the people saying that fasting simply as a 

ritual practice is not what he is looking for.  The fast he is looking for 

is:  

to loosen the bonds of injustice,  

to share what we have with those who have not,  

to bring the homeless into one's house,  

to give clothing and shelter to the naked,  

to reconcile with one's family,  

to help the afflicted.  

To cease from oppressing others is not enough. To be a people of justice 

and righteousness means to be actively engaged in social and 

economic reform.  

And these are not one-time actions. These are behaviors within the fabric of 

society that restructure relationships. God's desire is not for singular, 

pious acts, but for a whole cloth dismantling of unjust relationships. 

People, individually and corporately, cannot have a full relationship with 

God without a just relationship with each other. One's piety is not 

disconnected from the rest of everyday life. When right relationship is 
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pursued, God is among the people: "Here I am." The glory and 

holiness of God is made manifest in this kind of godly fast. 

The people Isaiah is speaking to seem to believe, though, that simply 

residing in Jerusalem, the holy city, made the citizens holy and that 

performing holy acts, like fasting and prayer, made one holy.  

We, too, are prone to think that proximity to holy things (church, Bible, 

sacraments) makes us holy. This is, of course, idolatry. The only 

proximity that matters is our faithfulness to God which, Isaiah points 

out, is manifested in our faithfulness to the way of life God has 

provided. Therein lays our partnership and any hope of 

righteousness. 

All this underscores what Jesus is talking about in today’s passage from the 

Sermon on the Mount in the gospel of Matthew.   

Jesus says he does not come to abolish the law and the prophets but to 

fulfill them.  But he says this in the same spirit as Isaiah.  That is, the 

law is meant to glorify God, which can’t happen in a heads-down, 

ritualistically fashion.   

Jesus ends up saying, “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that 

of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of 

heaven.” 

Now the Pharisees were respected in the community because of their 

virtuous lives.  We tend to think of them as hypocrites, but it was 

more they were short-sighted.  They followed law like checking things 

off on a list:  “OK, I fasted today. Check.  I prayed today. Check.  I 

double-checked my checklist today.  Check.” 
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And we can fall into the same trap.  “OK, I came to church today. Check.  I 

prayed today. Check.  I stayed awake during the sermon—mostly.   

Check.” 

Again, these aren’t bad things, but as Steve Sanchez, professor at Emmaus 

Bible College, says: “Checklists flatter, but it’s the heart that matters.” 

Jesus teaches in the same line as Moses and Prophets, namely that a life 

lived righteously before God must be lived in heartfelt obedience.  

As early 20th century commentator Richard Lenski wrote on the Sermon on 

the Mount, “The righteousness of which Christ speaks is not the 

righteousness of life over against the righteousness of faith, but the 

righteousness of life as manifesting the righteousness of faith.” 

That is, we let our light shine before others so they can see our “our good 

works”, but not because they belong to us for we are not the source of 

such good works; we are only the conduits of God’s righteousness, 

symbols pointing to a greater reality, signposts lighting the way to 

God’s righteousness, not our own. The glory for such light is not us or 

our achievements. That glory belongs to our Father in heaven. 

Still, doing good works is needed for that glory to shine.  Knowledge 

without action is an stumbling block to the implementation of the 

Kingdom of Heaven.  

All too often this is what our sermons sound like, our churches sound like, 

our discipleship sounds like. We have a lot of information about 

Jesus, about God, about the Holy Spirit to share, but that’s as far as it 

goes. We tend to amass information for information’s sake and not 

for the sake of the difference it might actually make for another.  
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In this section of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus reminds us that 

knowledge about God cannot exist as simply knowledge. Knowledge 

about God, theology, if you will, is God’s very presence in the world. It 

is not enough to know about God. As disciples, we have to be the 

activity of God in the world. We are called to live out our identity as 

salt and light. 

For knowledge can lead to an elitist attitude, which Paul faced in today’s 

epistle passage with some of the people in Corinth who regarded 

themselves as theologically, morally, and spiritually superior to the 

fellow Christians. 

Paul tells the Corinthians, “For I decided to know nothing among you 

except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” Meaning that everything he 

knew he perceived through the lens of Jesus Christ crucified, that 

self-emptying and self-giving love of Christ, love that culminated in 

Christ’s giving his life—and not for righteous people, in some noble, 

honorable sacrifice, but rather for the ungodly, for all of us. 

Discipleship is not just a certain way of being in the world, but an ultimate 

way of being in the world.  And that is what we are called to do: to 

proclaim the good news in both word and deed to a broken world, 

seeking to heal the world spiritually and materially through the power 

of God in fulfillment of the end of today’s passage from Isaiah:  

 “You shall raise up the foundations of many generations; you shall be 

called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of streets to live in.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


