
THE ACCOMPLISHING WORD
Isaiah 55:1-13 David B. Keller
Matthew 13:1-13,18-23 July 12, 2020
TEXT: Isaiah 55:11 “The word that goes out from my mouth shall not return to me empty, but
shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.
PURPOSE: To cultivate confidence that God’s purposes will be accomplished, and to encourage
us to cooperate with efforts to fulfill those purposes.  
_____________________________________________________________________________

Who remembers Jean-Luc Picard, captain of the Starship Enterprise in the
Star Trek – the Next Generation TV series?  While my opinion of Captain James
T. Kirk, the rather impetuous captain of the first Starship Enterprise, was mixed, I
remember being consistently impressed by Picard’s strong but humble style of
leadership.  What I most clearly recall is that, whenever there was some kind of
threat, Picard would gather the senior staff, invite input, make a decision, and then
say, usually to the person he called “Number 1,” “Make it so.”  And then, it was
made so.  

Wouldn’t you like to be able to make things happen just by saying, “Make it
so”?  Imagine the possibilities: A parent wants her teenage child to clean her
room– Make it so! And so it is made.  A community wants everyone to wear a
mask in public– Make it so!  And so, everyone gets on board.  Parents, teachers,
and students agree on a plan for schooling this fall, and the school superintendent
says, Make it so!  And that’s all it takes.  

Imagine applying make it so to more challenging issues: The members of a
church agree on a plan for vitality and growth, and the church president says,
Make it so! And the plan is implemented.  A vision for substantial improvements
in racial justice is developed, and the people as a whole say, Make it so! And racial
justice is realized.  The human inhabitants of planet Earth agree on a plan to
mitigate climate change, and together, we shout, Make it so! And it comes to pass.  

Sounds wonderful, but of course we know, our words fall short.  In and of
themselves, words that humans speak, on their own, generally lack the power to
make happen what has been spoken.  It seems as if, the greater the challenge we
may be facing, the less power our words alone have to accomplish what we’ve
envisioned.  I’ve been participating in church and nonprofit board meetings for a
very long time.  Often, a board reaches a decision regarding something that needs
to be done, but the plan doesn’t get implemented.  The words the board members
spoke at the meeting aren’t sufficient to enact the decision apart from someone
doing something.  
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It turns out that God’s word does a whole lot better with this.  Think back to
creation.  God says, “Let there be light, or water, or whales, or trees – whatever,” 
and God’s saying it is enough to make it so.  Indeed, the Genesis account of
creation echoes Captain Picard– after God says something should be, the
storyteller says, “And it was so.”  God’s speaking, as our United Church of Christ
Statement of Faith says, is all it takes to “call the worlds into being.”  The passage
we heard this morning from the Book of the Prophet Isaiah records God saying, 

“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven,
     and do not return there until they have watered the earth,
making it bring forth and sprout,
    giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,
so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth;
    it shall not return to me empty,
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose,
    and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.”  (Isaiah 55:10-11)
That word from God was originally addressed to God’s people who had

been exiled to Babylon.  They had lived there for a generation, and for the most
part, they had given up on the prospect of going home. But God’s prophet had an
announcement: “You’re going home!”  The exiles were unable on their own to
create the conditions which would have allowed them to go home.  As far as they
could figure, they were stuck in Babylon. But God meant for them to return, and
God’s word was sufficient to open the way.  All they had to do was first of all, to
believe that God’s word was for real, and then, to act on that belief by packing up
and heading out.  

I don’t mean to suggest that our words have no power at all.  Often, our
words do accomplish the purposes they call for.  Look at the impact that the
protests around racial injustice has already had.  People have called for changes in
policing, and in many communities, changes have already been enacted.  Bubba
Wallace lent his voice to voices before him urging a ban on the presence of the
Confederate battle flag from NASCAR racing, and it was made so.  I realize
there’s plenty of controversy surrounding the issues which the protests are
addressing, but my point is, there are times when people’s words have created
change.  

I recall my preaching professor saying that the purpose of preaching is to
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“raise the dead.”  That’s about as ambitious of a purpose for words that could be
imagined.  Accomplishing that seemed far beyond my reach when he said it
decades ago, but I’ve never forgotten his challenge, and I’m certain it has
informed my ministry. I certainly remember with gratitude how his sermons raised
me to new life.  

Even taking the ways human words can accomplish what they call for into
consideration, God’s people have long believed that it is God’s word which makes
truly important things happen.  We remember that Jesus is God’s word made flesh. 
(John 1)  And we live in the confidence that God’s intentions will be done, even
when there’s plenty of evidence that suggests it’s not being done.  Take a look
again at Jesus’ parable of the Sower and the Seed.  This morning, we heard the
parable itself as well as an interpretation of it.  That interpretation, which probably
didn’t originate with Jesus, asks people to focus on what sort of soil they are. 
That’s a perfectly good question, but it strays from the parable’s original intent. 
The parable itself points to an astounding harvest in spite of the fact that much of
the seed that was sown did not live long enough to bear fruit.  The word of God,
the parable declares, will accomplish its purpose in spite of disappointments and
setbacks.  We may see failures, says the parable, but rest assured God’s word will
prevail, and in fact, will far exceed our wildest expectations.  

I feel like we’re living in a time when the things I want to be accomplished
aren’t being accomplished.  With the Psalmists, I ask, “How long, O Lord?  How
long until we see your will really being done on earth as it is in heaven?”  There’s
a line in one of our communion prayers which imagines the day when sharing by
all will mean scarcity for none.  Yes, there’s been lots of wonderful sharing during
this pandemic, but huge inequalities remain firmly entrenched in our world.  I
remember the efforts to achieve racial justice which inspired me in my youth, and I
wonder why that justice continues to elude us half a century later.  I have worked,
as many of you have worked, for the church to be a vital, growing community
which makes a difference for good in the world, but what I see is too many
churches investing all their energy just in surviving.  

It is understandable for us to conclude that what’s needed is more effort on
our part– give more, do more, try harder, push, push, push.  Where does that get
us?  Too often, frustrated, exhausted, and burnt out.  What if, instead of believing
that establishing God’s realm is up to us, we oriented ourselves around confidence
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in God’s accomplishing word?  What if we based our living and our doing in the
conviction that God is seeing to God’s purposes being accomplished?  Back to
Star Trek for a minute.  Certainly it was not only Picard’s “make it so” which
made it so.  Number One had to engage some crew members in making it so.  And,
just because God said that God’s word would accomplish what God wanted it to
accomplish, the exiles were not magically transported back to their home country. 
Nope; they had to pack their things.  They had to say good-bye to their neighbors. 
Most importantly, they had to get up and go.  God was making the way for them to
go, but they had to walk it.  

So it can’t be that trusting God’s word to accomplish what God wants it to
do allows us to sit back and watch it happen.  Someone has to be involved in
God’s word being accomplished.  The difference, and it is a huge difference, is
that the accomplishing is not up to us.  What’s up to us first of all is to trust that
God is accomplishing the divine purpose.  What’s up to us is to discern what God
is accomplishing.  What’s up to us is to do whatever we do in full confidence that
the final outcome, the establishing of God’s realm on earth as it is in heaven, is
already assured.  

We are about to sing, or perhaps, just listen to, a song in our hymnal we
haven’t sung before. I don’t know how we missed it.  Connie and I liked it right
off the bat.  It asks God to “rain down your love on your people.”1  In Isaiah’s
book, God says that “just as the rain and snow come down from heaven, and water
the earth, making it grow and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the
eater, so shall my word be– it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish
that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.”  

So yes, God, hear our prayer, our song, asking you to rain down your love.
Rain down your vision of a world abounding in your justice and your peace. Rain
down what we need in order to do our part in the realizing of your realm.  Yes,
God, rain down grace sufficient for us to live in full confidence that your word is
all it takes to accomplish your purposes for us and for all creation.  Yes, God,
show us our part in making it so, and give us the courage and the energy to
cooperate with your word and to walk on your way.  

1“Rain Down,” words and music by Jaime Cortez, in Worship and Rejoice p. 444.  Audio recordings
abound on the internet.


