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Texts: Isaiah45:1-8 and Matthew 22:23-33

	When my dad was serving the church in Slippery Rock, PA where I grew up, one of the members told him about a conversation with her young son. My dad had just walked by them, and the young lad had pointed to my dad and said to his mom, “That’s god.” His mother was quick to correct him, “No, that’s Mr. Peterson; he’s the minister.” To which the young boy replied, “Well, you can call him whatever you want, but I call him God.” I can assure you that while my dad was a good man, he was not God. But the boy’s response does raise a question worth asking: Who is your God? 

	Had that question been posed to Cyrus the Great of Persia 2500 years ago, before most of you were born, he would likely have replied, “Ahura Mazda” (no relation to the car that we know of) for Cyrus was a devout follower of Zoroastrianism. Like the Abrahamic faiths – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam – Zoroastrianism is a monotheistic faith expressing the belief that there is only one god, a god known to Cyrus through the teachings of the prophet Zoroaster as Ahura Mazda. It was not uncommon in those ancient days for people with different gods to make competing claims as to which god was the greatest – a “my god is bigger than your god” kind of thing; recall the contest between Elijah and the prophets of Baal which proved to be no contest at all since Baal proved to be no god at all. But Zoroastrianism had no need to compete with other religions, for they believed that they alone knew the one, true god. So when Cyrus conquered other nations, he did not mandate faith in his God; he allowed them to practice their religions as they saw fit. Cyrus knew nothing of Yahweh, the Lord, the God of Israel. How odd then that the Lord, God of Abraham and Sarah, the God who spoke through the prophet Isaiah, should choose Cyrus the Great of Persia to be the instrument by which the people of Israel would be freed to return home from Babylonian exile. 

	In earlier centuries when the people were in distress the Lord would hear their cries and raise up for them a mighty savior to deliver them, people like Samson, Gideon, and Deborah whose stories are told in the Book of Judges. It was Moses, the Hebrew child plucked from the river by an Egyptian princess, who was chosen to lead the people out of Egyptian bondage. It was David, the shepherd boy anointed king, who consolidated the tribes and established Israel as a nation by defeating enemies on all sides. And it was Solomon, David’s son, who built the Temple and reigned over Israel’s golden age before things began to fall apart under subsequent kings. All of those leaders were chosen by God from among the chosen people of Israel. Yet according to God, speaking through Isaiah, this time deliverance would come at the hand of a Persian king who did not even know the Lord’s name, a king whom Isaiah would describe as “God’s anointed.”  

	In her book, One Hundred Wisdom Stories from around the World, Margaret Silf tells of three farmers whose fields lay next to one another. One farmer was Jewish, one Muslim, and one Christian. Each observed the Sabbath on a different day of the week. One harvest season, bad weather limited the days available to bring in the crops, and skipping the harvest day for Sabbath observance risked the loss of the crop and financial ruin. Nevertheless, all three farmers observed the sabbath of their respective faiths as usual, making the choice to stay home on that holy day instead of harvesting their crops. Upon waking the day after their Sabbath, each farmer found, to his surprise, that his barn was filled with harvested crops. Each gave thanks and praise to God, assuming that angels had been sent to do the work they could not do in observing the Sabbath. But in fact, it was the neighbors of differing faiths who did the work of their neighbor in secret each Sabbath day.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  Margaret Silf, One Hundred Wisdom Stories from around the World, Cleveland Pilgrim Press:2003, pp.208-209 quoted by James Burns in Feasting on the Word, Year A, Vol.4, David L. Bartless and Barbara Brown Taylor eds., Westminster John Knox Press:2011, p.171] 


	Each farmer knew what he was doing in helping out his neighbors, blessing that neighbor as the instrument of the God of Abraham, the God in which all three traditions expressed belief. But Cyrus stood outside that family of Abraham, according to the text, did not even know the name of the Lord or acknowledge the Lord as God. He certainly did not see his deliverance of the people from exile as the work of the Lord through him. For Cyrus, Ahura Mazda was the only god. Why then would the Lord choose to use Cyrus as the instrument of deliverance instead of raising up another deliverer from the people of Israel?

	There is perhaps a practical reason – Cyrus had the big army, chariots, and resources to overcome the Babylonians – though such a limitation had not stopped God in the past from using Gideon and just 300 men to defeat the Midianites or parting the Red Sea to aid the escape of the people from Egypt. As we sang in our opening hymn, we praise the Lord, the Almighty, the King of Creation, and if that Lord is truly almighty, then the Lord can do anything the Lord wants to do – with or without a big army. But there is perhaps a second, more theological reason, for the Lord’s choice of Cyrus – or to put it differently, for the people’s recognition of God’s hand at work in Cyrus to bring about their deliverance.

If we believe that the Lord alone is God, the creator of all things and all people, then the Lord can use whoever the Lord wants to use to do whatever the Lord wants to do. The Lord is not limited to working within the bounds of the people of faith who trust in the Lord as God. So, the Lord could use Cyrus to bring the people home from exile, and the Lord could use the Moabite Ruth to continue the line from Abraham to David and on to Jesus, and the Lord could use the Magi (followers of Zoroaster in some traditions) to follow a star to the side of the baby Jesus in affirmation of his coming for all people, and God could use Gandhi to inspire Martin Luther King, Jr. in his commitment to non-violence in the Civil Rights Movement. For, our God is at work in the lives of people the world over, whether they know the Lord or not, whether they acknowledge the Lord or not, whether they reject the Lord or not, because the Lord is God of all! Again and again in the prophecy of Isaiah we hear the Lord affirming both the claim to use Cyrus as God’s instrument of deliverance and the Lord’s claim to be God alone.  

	In our hymnal is a Christmas hymn, ‘Twas in the Moon of Wintertime, that tells the Christmas story in terms that native people in Canada could understand. Originally written in the Huron language by a missionary and then later translated into French, it was paraphrased into English in the form we have it in our hymnal. For native people who knew God as the Great Spirit, not Yahweh, not God, not the Lord, the hymn declares that the Great Spirit and the God who sent Jesus into the world are one and the same. Listen to the words of the first verse:
‘Twas in the moon of wintertime, when all the birds had fled, 
Great Spirit, Lord of all the earth sent angel choirs instead. 
Before their light the stars grew dim 
and wandering hunters heard the hymn: 
Jesus, your king, is born; Jesus is born. In excelsis gloria. 
The hymn affirms the hand of God at work among and on behalf of people far removed from the Christian community, people who did not even know the name of God, like Cyrus. God was at work in their midst in the person of that Great Spirit – Gitchi Manitou – in a previous translation. For, the Lord is God over all.

	Who then is your God? Cyrus might have said ahura Mazda, but it was the Lord God who was at work through him. The Huron people might have said Gitchi Manitou, but it was the same Lord our God. For that question, “Who is your God?” is not just about who you say your god is, it is also about who the God is who created you and claims you and works through you, regardless of whether you know it or not, regardless of whether you acknowledge that God or not. For, the Lord is God over all!

It might be challenging for us to conceive of God being at work in corners of the world that want nothing to do with God or through people who profess faith in some other god or no god at all. But at the heart of our faith is trust in a God who has no limits, a God who is sovereign over all, a God who works in the lives of those who know and acknowledge the Lord as God, but also in the lives of those who do not. In a world in which there is so much pain and suffering and violence and hate in so many distant corners as well as just down the street, God is still at work, for God works in us, through us, and when necessary, despite us. And no place, and no one, is beyond the reach of God. So, look for the signs of God’s hand at work, not only in the hands and voices of saints and faithful Christians, but also in the hands and voices of people who do not know the Lord in those places that sometimes seem God-forsaken but are not – in the streets of Israel and Gaza, in Ukraine and Russia, in Ethiopia and China and these United States, in Staunton and Waynesboro and Augusta County. For the God who is at work in all those places is the Lord God Almighty, the God who may work through some surprising people – including you and me! Amen
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