
Advent with Isaiah: Good News for Bruised Reeds   
 
A time of rejoicing and a time of sadness for our church family as we move into our 2nd 
year together. After losing board member Caleb Brokaw much too soon, we lost Penny 
Johnson’s beloved husband Matt yesterday. And I know birth of Blue Ocean Faith has 
been occasion for other smaller losses for many of you.  
 
Line from Psalm 126 resonates: “Those who go out weeping, carrying the seed, will 
come again rejoicing carrying the sheaves”    
 
Emily brought words of comfort last Sunday from Isaiah 40—comfort, comfort ye my 
people! Today we look at another of Isaiah oracles, 
 
“Here is my servant, whom I uphold,  
    my chosen one in whom I delight; 
I will put my Spirit on him, 
    and he will bring justice to the nations. 
He will not shout or cry out, 
    or raise his voice in the streets. 
 A bruised reed he will not break, 
    and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. 
In faithfulness he will bring forth justice; 
    he will not falter or be discouraged 
till he establishes justice on earth. 
    In his teaching the islands will put their hope.” (Isaiah 42: 1-4) 
 
Isaiah is about crazy hope that in the end all shall be well. An audacious hope 
expressed in most outlandish terms—everything, everywhere working out OK. 
Humanity restored, nature restored, every crooked road made straight, the glory of 
God covering…. 
  
Isaiah believes that this tiny little confederation of tribes called Israel—under the boot 
of every Empire that ever ravaged the Middle East—has been chosen as instrument of 
this hope.  
 
A small band of the followers of a crucified rabbi in 2nd Temple period believed that 
their man personified-embodied Israel’s call. He is the servant leader who represents 
the servant people. 
 
What kind of leader is he?  
 



Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put 
my Spirit on him… 
 
He’s a leader who is upheld. He is carried or bolstered or backed up by another.  
 
At Episcopal Carol Sing, an elderly woman using a walker fell down backward as she 
tried to navigate the porch steps on her way out. There she sat, at the top of the step 
unable to raise herself. And a few of us gathered around her and we upheld her—we 
provided the strength that allowed her to get back on her feet.  
 
It took a minute or two to get our strategy and position ourselves. And she said, “Oh, 
this is embarrassing to be in this position.” We reassured her of course, but I wanted to 
say, “You are in your 90’s and you came to the Christmas Carol Sing and had a great 
time and attempted to navigate these steps with your walker and you fell down and 
now you’re fixing to get up! I want to have what you have if I should ever make it to my 
90’s. I admire you and we all delight in you! You are the most fabulous person at this 
party!”   
 
Do we see what Isaiah sees? The strength of a vulnerable person who is upheld 
by God is the strength that will save the world!   
 
Anyone who follows Jesus is signing up to learn this kind of strength, world saving 
strength, the strength of a vulnerable person who is upheld by God.  And that means 
we’re liable to be our most fruitful when we feel the least powerful.   
 
I will put my Spirit on him, 
    and he will bring justice to the nations. 
 
Think about the task, “he will bring justice to the nations.”  
Consider all the injustice running rampant in all the nations of the earth. We have a 
pretty high view of our nation but we owe our national existence to a genocidal colonial 
march that decimated the native peoples who were here first. And then we gained our 
economic strength on back of 1.5 million African slaves.  
The injustices of our legal system—one of the best in the world—leads to the 
incarceration of African American males that constitutes a modern version of the old 
Jim Crow laws of the South. And we’re the good guys!  
o 
Add to our own version of injustice, those visited on poor, women, minorities in the 
nations of Europe, Asia, Africa, Latin America. 
 
“He will bring justice to the nations”…how? 
  



He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.  A bruised reed he 
will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. In faithfulness he will 
bring forth justice; he will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes 
justice on earth. In his teaching the islands will put their hope.” 
 
Scholars think this is intended by Isaiah as a contrast to Cyrus, the ascendant ruler 
of the period. Cyrus conquered several other kingdoms until his reign stretched from 
the Balkans to Indus Valley through the Mediterranean—one of his several titles was, 
King of the Four Corners of the World.   
 
As Conquering Kings go, he was pretty good, especially to Jewish people. In fact, 
many regarded him as a Messianic figure sent by God to save them. But he gained 
power the old-fashioned way, by the sword, by bloodshed, by the imposition of 
superior power. Even Cyrus was part of the rule- by-brutal-strength-imposed-club. 
 
What we call “civilization”—peace, order, stability—has always been imposed by 
violence.  
 
This is what the world has been able to produce at it’s best—a form of order imposed 
by a brutal show of violent strength that subdues whatever brutality it replaced.  
 
When does it end? It ends with a different kind of leader, the one Isaiah saw. Who 
doesn’t even raise his voice in the streets. A bruised reed he will not break. A 
smoldering wick [describe] 
 
Have you ever experienced gentleness from someone when you expected something 
else?  [G-D you Jimmy Hahn!] 
 
Something happens in oracles of Isaiah after ch. 40.  Before that, there are a lot of 
thundering denunciations—of Israel’s neighbor-enemies, of Israel for her sins that sent 
her into exile in the first place. But shift in ch. 40 as the Messianic-Servant Song 
visions emerge. Israel’s sins are paid for or covered or forgotten and all that remains in 
God’s heart toward her is this tenderness….   
 
In gospel of Matthew, ch 12, Isaiah 42 is applied explicitly to Jesus 
Matthew 12 opens with leaders condemning disciples for picking grain on Sabbath, in 
violation of their interpretation of Sabbath Law. Jesus interprets Sabbath law 
differently, and objects to their interpretation, one that doesn’t help poor people. He 
says, “Go learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy not sacrifice!’ If you did, you 
wouldn’t condemn the guiltless.” Key phrase, “condemn the guiltless” There’s a lot 
of condemnation of the guiltless based on harsh interpretations of Scripture in so much 
religion.   
 



This sequence ends with the leaders, “plotting how to destroy him.” So he’s in 
pretty exposed-vulnerable spot. He’s feeling the pressure of harsh religion without 
empathy, with only a show of gentleness, covering harmful policies. 
“When Jesus became aware of this, he departed. Many crowds followed him, and 
he cured all of them, and he ordered them not to make him known.”  [He didn’t 
want more publicity because he didn’t want more scrutiny from leaders without 
empathy!] 
 
This is the set up for the application of Isaiah 42:  This was to fulfill what had been 
spoken through the prophet Isaiah:  “Here is my servant, whom I have chosen, 
my beloved, with whom my soul is well pleased. I will put my Spirit upon him, 
and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles. He will not wrangle or cry aloud, nor 
will anyone hear his voice in the streets.  He will not break a bruised reed or 
quench a smoldering wick until he brings justice to victory. And in his name the 
Gentiles will hope.” 
 
What is the gospel writer telling us? He’s saying, “If you are someone who has felt the 
glare of religion, have felt the condemning stare of religion, if you have experienced 
people using sacred text as a stick to poke you or a knife to cut you, or a gate to keep 
you out, and you have despaired of God…this is the Messiah for you!”  
 
And that is what makes the message of Jesus good news for the poor, for those who 
mourn, for those left behind by the dominant, power-hungry religious paradigms of the 
day.  
 
For our time of silent of reflection 
 
In first less than a minute, quiet yourself, and identify something going on in your life 
that makes you feel vulnerable…especially if it makes you anticipate harsh criticism, 
condemnation (from yourself, from other people or from God)  
 
In the second minute, and I’ll give you a verbal prompt to shift gears, comfort yourself 
with these words, He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.  A 
bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out 
 


