TRUE FASTING, TRUE SPIRITUALITY
Isaiah 58:1-12

When the people of Israel returned from Babylonian captivity, following the Edict of Cyrus in 538 BCE, they were challenged to live in keeping with God's will.  But this passage from Third Isaiah indicates that once again they practiced a false, pretentious spirituality, expressed through false fasting and through the omission of true spirituality.  This passage takes on special importance when we note that Jesus' reading of Isaiah 61:1-2a at the beginning of his ministry, in the Nazareth Synagogue, includes the addition of an important phrase from Isaiah 58:6: "to let the oppressed go free."   The Luke 4:18-19 text begins with the phrase, "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me," and it ends with the phrase that links Jesus' ministry with the Jubilee: "to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."  So Jesus confirms the lesson of Isaiah 58:1-12, that true spirituality is to free those who are oppressed and to care for those who are in need.  This is his calling; this is the meaning of Jubilee; this is our calling.
V. 1-2.  God calls the prophet to denounce his people's rebellion.  They were practicing daily some kind of spirituality or religiosity, but apparently they were not practicing righteousness/justice.  The question arises whether it is possible "to draw near to God" without practicing justice.
V. 3a.  The people complain that God does not see their fasting, does not accept their pious expressions, does not hear their petitions.
V. 3b-5.  God denounces their fasting and refuses to hear their requests, for they oppress their workers, they quarrel and fight and strike each other, even on their fast day.
V. 6-9a.  God poses an alternative understanding and expression of fasting:  to let the oppressed go free, to share your bread with the hungry, to bring the homeless into your houses, to clothe the naked.  God will see this true fasting, God will heal, God will vindicate, God will hear their cries and respond.

V. 9b-12.  God further explains that true spirituality is to not speak evil of one another; it is to feed the hungry and care for the afflicted.  Then God will guide them, meet their needs, nurture their lives, and enable them to rebuild their foundations.
1.  Compare this lesson from Isaiah with Jesus' teaching in the Parable of the Judgment of the Nations in Matthew 25:31-46.

2.  Consider the relevance of this lesson from Isaiah and from Jesus for our churches today.  How would you teach this lesson through drama or roll playing?
3.  Examine and explain your own practice and understanding of spirituality in the light of Isaiah 58:1-12, Luke 4:18-19, and Matthew 25:31-46.
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