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Strike, strike, strike, strike. Spark.  Nothing.  Harder and faster—strike, 

strike, strike, strike.  A little more spark.  Still nothing.  

I was getting discouraged and worried by the minute.  Discouraged that I 

couldn’t do it and worried I’d embarrass myself in front of everyone. 

You see, as 14-year-old, I was now one of the older scouts, a leader in our 

Boy Scout troop, and there I was trying to start a fire with flint and 

steel for my Wilderness Survival merit badge—and not having any 

success. 

Of all the scouting skills learning to start a fire with one or two matches, 

which was a requirement for Second Class Scout, was hard enough.  

And it took years before I had the confidence of doing it on my own.   

But that was with matches and newspaper.  Now I was being asked to strike 

a steel bar against a flint rock and somehow make enough sparks fly 

to light some very fine tinder—very dry grass in my case—and keep 

adding tinder and kindling for the flames to grow and make a full-

fledged fire. 

As I was striking the flint with the steel and trying not to scrape my 

knuckles, I thought, “Is this how they used to start fires regularly?” 

The answer is—yes.  Up until matches were invented in the early 19th 

century striking flint and steel or iron pyrite was a principal way to 

start a fire, even back in the time of Isaiah. 

Except in today’s passage from Second Isaiah, the question is, how does a 

prophet enable people to poke around in the ashes of a long-dormant 

faith to find a small spark still left? 

You will recall chapters 40-55 in the book of Isaiah are often called Second 

Isaiah because they take place long after the previous chapters.  
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Second Isaiah takes place at the end of the Babylonian exile of the 

Jews in 530s BCE.   

As we have discussed a few times in the past couple of months, the return to 

Jerusalem after the exile was like returning to their homes after a 

war—ruins, lack of food and water, no jobs.  Not the homecoming you 

dream of after 50 years.   

And, perhaps not shockingly, the upper, richer class fared reasonably well 

while many of the less well-off were essentially in labor camps just to 

survive.   

But no one was thrilled to see a land devastated, a city with a temple or 

effective walls for protection.  And the people wondered, “Where is 

Yahweh, where is our god, in the midst of all this?” 

The prophet responds with the rhetorical questions that really could be 

expressed as emphatic statements: “Surely you have known! Surely 

you have heard!  It is Yahweh who sits high above the circle of the 

earth!” 

The insistent tone seems designed to share up the people, light a fire under 

them, and force them to really consider what the prophet is pointing 

out.   

He adopts almost a pleading tone, as he invites the people to reflect back on 

the understandings of God that initially brought them together as 

people and initially drew them into a relationship with God. 

The prophet does not deny the weariness of the people, but instead suggests 

that such weariness does not deny God. The God of Israel is the 

"everlasting God," and the "Creator of the ends of the earth." This 

God is the one who not only created, but creates; the One who not 
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only brought nations into existence, but remains in control of the 

world. 

In one sense, the prophet offers encouragement to go back. The scattered 

exiles can go back to Jerusalem from the far-flung regions of Babylon. 

But even as they go back to the land, they must go forward in a new 

way of life—with God, who does not faint or grow weary, giving power 

to the faint, strength to the powerless, and renewal to the weary. 

These words speak to us today.   

Over the past year many of the Old Testament lessons have been from 

Isaiah and Jeremiah, speaking from the lowest time in Israel’s 

history.  And the prophets speak to us with today’s pandemic and our 

political and religious schisms that have brought us to new lows. 

As tough as things have been, though, when we look at what the ancient 

Israelites went through, most of us should be even more grateful and 

humbled by all that we have and how undeservedly blessed that we 

are. 

Not that we aren’t weary from isolation or disturbed over our deep societal 

rifts, but we still have so much—and so much to offer.  And we can do 

so because of the ability of God to make a difference in the current 

circumstances as he did 2500 years ago and has continued through 

history. 

The past year in particular has taught us we must take the long view, just 

like Israelites had to.   

Given the choice between a source of relief that is distant and slow acting 

but guaranteed and one that is nearby but ineffective, most persons 
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may tend to choose the relief close at hand and we have seen that in 

people’s response to the pandemic and the political turmoil. 

While the vaccine provides hope that we might emerge from this COVID-19 

pandemic this year, the long view is we cannot go back to the way 

things were.  The pandemic has laid bare the fractures in our society 

and our seemingly irreconcilable differences.  These cannot be 

ignored any longer. 

As today’s epistle lesson from 1 Corinthians shows, Paul sought to connect 

the gospel of Christ to a particular way of life in the community of 

faith and we must do the same, understanding that this way of life is a 

paradox of freedom and indebtedness, strength and weakness, 

boasting and humility, obligation and reward. 

And yet, our freedom, treasured as it is, can never be absolute, for we are 

called to be in service to the other.  

Our strength is neither earned by ourselves or for our own sake; instead, 

real strength is drawing alongside the weak and walking with them. 

As today’s gospel lesson illustrates Mark repeatedly indicates that for Jesus 

“proclaiming” or “preaching” goes beyond words and messages. It 

involves all the ways in which to make God’s reign known and 

observable.  It delivers people, heals people, restores people to 

community, forgives people, and speaks truth to power. 

That is the “proclaiming” we must do as followers of Christ.  And while I 

admit it can be discouraging to try in the darkness of our times, 

remember no amount of darkness can hide a spark of light and that a 

spark of kindness, starts a fire of love.  
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It took me many tries and patient coaching of an adult scout leader almost 

50 years ago, I did make enough sparks to start a flame.  And then by 

nurturing it, it became a fire. 

So it may us many sparks of kindness to start a fire of agape love, but that is 

life in Christ.  For to quote Lailah Gifty Akita, founder of Smart Youth 

Volunteers Foundation Ghana, “Life is a sacred spark of divinity.”  

So, go as children of God and make sparks fly. 

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

Amen. 


