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I invite you to close your eyes – I mean, as long as you’re not about to nod off – I invite 

you to close your eyes and imagine you are sitting in the waiting room at the dentist’s 

office. You’re not interested in any of their magazines, and you’re already caught up on 

all the new Instagram posts, so you tune in to what’s playing on the TV. And -- of course 

-- it’s HGTV. There’s a commercial for the next episode of Fixer Upper, and then you 

catch the tail end of House Hunters before the theme music starts playing for a show 

you’ve never heard of before: Church Hunters. Interesting. Let’s listen in: 

[To see what I’m talking about, go to www.youtube.com and search for “Church 

Hunters: Episode 1”] 

What is worship? What’s it for? 

Church Hunters pokes fun at the way we tend to think of worship today: like church is 

just one more thing we shop for, like a new car or a favorite restaurant. We often tend 

to think of worship as something that needs to cater to us, to entertain us, to fit into our 

lives, to make us feel a certain way.  

And to an extent, churches do need to care about those kinds of things. We need to 

create a space for time with God, and we need to preach the gospel in a way that speaks 

to people where they are and that engages them. There’s a good reason the Catholic 

church stopped saying the mass in Latin; there’s a good reason people keep writing new 

hymns or bringing new styles of music and art into worship; there’s a good reason we 

keep singing the old hymns we love.  

But Church Hunters points out how this can also get out of hand – turning finding a place 

of worship and a Christian community into “church shopping,” making worship more 

and more about us and less and less about God. 

That’s a modern version of what was going on with the Israelite’s worship in the time of 

Isaiah.  

In today’s reading from Isaiah God says, “Day after day they seek me and delight to 

know my ways,” so God acknowledges that these ancient Israelites are spending a lot of 

time on worship and ritual – but God is kind of sarcastic about it. Because God goes on 

to say, “Day after day they seek me and delight to know my ways, as if they were a 
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nation that practiced righteousness and did not forsake the ordinance of their God.” 

Ouch. It’s like God is saying: The keep worshipping me as if they actually care about me – 

but they don’t. 

And how does God know they don’t actually care? Because the way they live shows that 

they don’t. 

Worship is supposed to be a time when we focus in on God: who God is, what God says 

to us and about us, what God asks of us. And therefore, true worship changes the way 

we live. 

But for the Israelites Isaiah is yelling at, worship is not a time for them to focus on God 

or to be changed; worship is something they do in order to get God to do something for 

them. “Why do we fast, but you do not see?” they ask God. “Why humble ourselves, but 

you do not notice?” 

And it’s almost like God responds: Why don’t you see me? Why do I dwell among you, 

but you do not notice? God says, You’re getting together to worship, but you’re fighting 

with one another; you’re fasting and saying you’re being all self-sacrificial for me, but 

meanwhile you’re not even self-sacrificial enough to pay your workers well; you say 

you’re worshipping me, but really you’re just wanting me to do something for you. Do 

you even see what’s going on here? 

So what does God want from these ancient Israelite worshippers? 

It’s easy to fall into the stereotype of saying, “Well, this is the Old Testament, so of 

course God’s demanding that they be perfect and obey millions of laws – or else God’s 

going to abandon them. Things are different now that we have Jesus.” 

But there’s a couple of things wrong with that idea. 

First, Jesus makes it very clear in today’s Gospel reading that God’s laws continue to 

matter for us Christians, too. He says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law 

or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until heaven 

and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law 

until all is accomplished.” And Jesus goes on to say that those who wish to be part of 

God’s kingdom must be obedient and righteous. A few verses after today’s reading, he 

even says, “Be perfect…as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48). 

But if those words make us a little anxious, the second point should bring us peace. 

Perfect keeping of the law is not what Jesus is demanding in his sermon, and it’s not 

what God is demanding through Isaiah, either. God has always been a God of grace and 
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forgiveness. (If you don’t believe me, think of all the terrible things King David did – and 

how God still always loved him.) God’s not demanding perfection – at least not in the 

way we usually think of perfection. God is asking for obedience. But it’s the obedience 

that flows out of relationship with God, obedience rooted in God’s love, not in our own 

striving. 

Remember some of the other things Jesus says in this part of Matthew, like: “You are 

the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored?” 

That phrase is so well-known and so Bible-y that we probably can’t hear how funny it is. 

Salt can’t lose it’s saltiness. Salt is salty. It’s like Jesus is asking What if water lost its 

wetness? or What if light lost its glow? If you are actually salt, you are salty.  

Today’s readings aren’t threats so much as they are stating the obvious: Salt is salty. If 

you want to be in relationship with God, then be in relationship with God. If you want to 

follow Jesus, then follow Jesus. If you’re worshipping God, then worship God. Put your 

money where your mouth is. Put your heart where you say it is. 

And if we really are in relationship with God, if we really follow Jesus, if we really love 

God with all our heart and mind and strength – then we will be transformed by God. 

Because that’s just how it works. God will shape us to be more like God; God’s love will 

help us to love ourselves and others. God’s light will shine in us. 

We won’t be perfect in the way we usually mean that: without flaws, doing everything 

right all the time. But God will be with us, and if we live with God, God will change us. 

Through Isaiah, God asked the Israelites to make some big changes, to really love and 

follow God, so that their worship was reflected in their living. God said: 

Is not this the fast I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the 

yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread 

with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, 

to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin [your own fellow children of 

God]?  

As I said in the beginning of this sermon: sometimes we in the Church today are not all 

that different from those ancient Israelite worshippers. So how does this message reach 

out to us, where we are, how we are? What might God be calling us to change our lives, 

in our society? How should our worship be reflected in our living? 
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Let us pray. 

We pray, as often as we meet, that we might “perfectly love you.” Indeed, we have been 

commanded from the beginning, to love you with all our hearts and all our souls and all 

our minds and all our strength. 

We have pledged to love, pledged in our prayers and in our baptism, in our confirmation 

and with our best resolve. 

But we confess…we love you imperfectly; we love you with a divided heart, with a 

thousand other loves that are more compelling, with reservation and qualification, and 

passion withheld and devotion impaired. 

We do not now come to pretend before you, but to confess that we do not, as we are, 

love you perfectly; we do not keep your commands; we do not order our lives by your 

purpose; we do not tilt toward you as our deepest affection. 

But we would…we would love you more perfectly, by the taste of bread become your 

flesh, by the swallow of wine become your blood, by the praise of our lips and beyond 

our usual reasoning, by the commandments that are not burden but joy to us, by 

embracing your passion for neighbors, by your ways of justice and peace and mercy, by 

honoring the world you have made and all creatures great and small, by self-care that 

knows you are our creator. 

Lead us past our shabby compromises and our cheap devotion; lead us into singleness of 

vision and purity of heart, that we may will one thing, and answer back in love to your 

great love for us. 

Free us from idolatries, and our habits of recalcitrance, tender our hearts, gentle our lips, 

open our hands, that we may turn toward you fully, toward your world unguardedly. 

Let us bask in your freedom to be fully yours, and, so trusting, fully our own. We pray 

through the Lord Jesus who loved you singularly, perfectly, fully – to the end. Amen.1 

 

 

 

 
1 Walter Brueggemann, “Perfectly Love,” Prayers for a Privileged People, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2008), p.11-12 


