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Friends, as I’ve been thinking about this particular meeting of Grace 
Presbytery—and as I’ve been thinking about my report to you as Council 
Moderator—I’ve found myself thinking about the first few verses of Isaiah 
56. 
 
In the context of the great narrative of the Hebrew scriptures, Isaiah 56 
comes as the Israelites have learned that—after decades of exile in 
Babylon—they will soon be returning to the land from which they had 
been forcibly removed by the Babylonians.  
 



And, not only that, now Isaiah is telling them that when they get back to 
their homeland they will be able to rebuild the Temple that had been 
destroyed in 587 BCE by Nebuchadnezzar’s invading army.  
 
That’s where we are as Isaiah 56 begins. Isaiah is giving instructions to the 
Israelites as they think about returning to their homeland and rebuilding 
the Temple.  
 
But in order to understand the significance of Isaiah’s words and the 
context in which they would have been originally read and heard, we need 
to hear a couple other—slightly uncomfortable—biblical passages.  I 
want to read you two passages from the Hebrew Bible with which 
everybody to whom Isaiah was speaking would have been familiar.  
 
Deuteronomy 23:1-3 says  
 

No one who has been emasculated 
by crushing or cutting 

may enter the assembly of the LORD. 
No one born of a forbidden marriage 

nor any of his descendants 
may enter the assembly of the LORD, 

even down to the tenth generation. 
No Ammonite or Moabite 
or any of his descendants 

may enter the assembly of the LORD, 
even down to the tenth generation. 

  
Leviticus 21:18-20 says   
 

No man who has any defect may come near: 
no man who is blind or lame, 

disfigured or deformed; 
no man with a crippled foot or hand, 
or who is hunchbacked or dwarfed, 

or who has any eye defect, 
or who has festering or running sores 



or damaged testicles. 
  
These passages—and many others like them throughout the early books of 
the Old Testament—clearly indicate that there are some people, like 
foreigners and eunuchs and people with disabilities, who are simply not 
welcome in the Temple.  
 
Leviticus and Deuteronomy make it clear that foreigners and eunuchs are 
clearly not who the Temple is for.  
 
But here in Isaiah 56, as the Israelites prepare for and imagine how their life 
after exile might be, God tells them to  
 

Maintain justice and do what is right. 
 
That’s not really a surprise.  God says stuff like that all over the Old 
Testament.  
 
But then comes a surprise.  
 

Maintain justice and do what is right, 

 
God says, and  
 

Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say, 
“The Lord will surely separate me 

from his people” 
and do not let the eunuch say 

“I am just a dry tree.” 
  
Wait a minute, I thought Leviticus and Deuteronomy said that’s exactly 
what God thinks about foreigners and eunuchs.    
 
But now here in Isaiah 56, God says  
 

To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbath, 
who choose the things that please me 



and hold fast my covenant, 
I will give, in my house and within my walls 

a monument and a name 
better then sons and daughters; 

I will give them an everlasting name 
that shall not be cut off. 

  
We need to recognize that these words in Isaiah 56 are a jaw-
droppingly radical change from the attitude toward foreigners 
and eunuchs found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy.   The Israelites are not 
going back to the pre-exile status quo.  They’re going someplace new. 
And God keeps going—describing this new situation within the post-
exilic covenant community of Israel.  
 

[T]he foreigners who join themselves to the Lord,— 
these I will bring to my holy mountain, 

and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
…for my house shall be called 

a house of prayer  for all peoples. 
  
Again, that’s a complete departure from the cut & dried, exclusive and 
dismissive attitude toward foreigners and eunuchs that we see in Leviticus 
and Deuteronomy.  
 
There’s no way around it: this picture of God’s community in Isaiah 56 
is bigger than the one in Leviticus and Deuteronomy.   
 
As we follow the narrative   

 from the articulation of the holiness laws in Leviticus and 
Deuteronomy   

 to the ruminations of the Israelites in Isaiah 56 about how to live 
faithfully in their life after exile    

we see the development of a bigger, more diverse, more inclusive 
understanding among the Israelites of “who all this is for.”    
 



Over centuries—as they sought to live faithfully together in an increasingly 
diverse context—the Israelites’ understanding of who belonged in their 
Temple and in their community grew.    
 
It got bigger.  
 
The people who had been welcomed and included in that community for 
centuries continued to be welcomed and included.  None of them were 
forced out or told that they no longer belonged.    
 
But Isaiah 56 makes it clear that others who had previously been excluded 
and dismissed or overlooked are now welcome and included as well.  
 
That’s huge.  
 
Of course, we don’t talk about “foreigners” and “eunuchs” in the context of 
the life of our presbytery.   
 
But I can’t help but think that—as we emerge together from our collective 
COVID–induced exile—we will be wise to think carefully in this moment 
about our understanding of who Grace Presbytery is for. 
 
We received some excellent input through the visioning and reflection 
groups after our last Zoom gathering as a presbytery.  And you will hear 
more from Steve in a few minutes about many opportunities you will have 
to participate in our collective visioning process. 
 
But one thing that has already become clear in these conversations is that 
we—as a presbytery—are facing an opportunity and a need to be 
intentional about including those in our presbytery who may have been 
overlooked or disadvantaged in the past. 
 
As we return from our exile, we need to be diligent about ensuring that our 
vision for Grace Presbytery includes all of us— 

 from stiff old white guys like me who have been around here 
forever 



 to sisters and brothers whose cultural or geographic 
circumstances might have made it difficult to participate fully 
in our life together in the past. 

 
In Isaiah 56:7, while imagining the Temple after the Exile, God says, 
 

my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples. 
 
Let’s be creative and intentional about making Grace “a presbytery for all 
peoples.”  
 
That’s easy to say. 
 
It will be harder to do. 
 
But we’re up to the task. 
 


