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Wow! The words Isaiah puts in God’s mouth are powerful words. They’re full of 
promise! Let me just paraphrase them: 
 
Do not be afraid. I have called you by name. 
I created you and you are mine. 
I will always keep you safe. 
Wild rushing torrents won’t sweep you away. 
Fire won’t hurt you. 
Nothing will ever cause you harm. 
You are precious in my eyes, I love you. I am with you. 
 
This is one of the Bible’s most beautiful descriptions of love. 
But love can only flourish when both partners are open, receptive and loving. 
Love is an invitation to love in return.  
In this passage, God declares love for the Israelite exiles in Babylon and this love 
is an invitation for them to respond. 
 
This part of Isaiah is set in the middle of the 6th century BCE. The Israelite exiles 
have been in Babylon for about 40 years – since Nebuchadnezzar captured them 
and transported them from Jerusalem. 

The imagery of passing through the waters, the mention of Egypt, the first line of 
the Sinai covenant, and their "chosenness", all remind the exiles of the Exodus 
event by which God first brought them salvation and freedom. Now they are being 
asked to undergo a second exodus, but this time it will be from prosperity to 
hardship, and again God will be there guiding and leading.  

This request to return is quite some challenge. Initially the exiles would have been 
in despair but by this time they have settled and adapted to Babylonian life which 
was apparently quite comfortable for them. They reared children who only knew 
Babylon. Given the average life expectancy in those far off times, most of the 
surviving exiles would have had few or no memories of Jerusalem. Now they were 
being asked to return to a city most would not have known and had been virtually 
destroyed. It was occupied by people from surrounding lands who spoke different 
languages. The landscape would have been rocky and barren with few immediate 
opportunities to make a living. Babylon, in contrast, was fertile and cultured. It was 
familiar. It had become home. 
 
We only have to think of the Kosovar refugees who were in Australia a few 
months before they were repatriated. Many of them did not want to return to their 
home country with likely hardship and even possible death. 



It’s not surprising then, that God, in this account, is telling the exiles to not be 
afraid. Imagine what was being asked of them! They were being asked to give up a 
comfortable, known lifestyle for something pretty much unknown. I think I would 
feel afraid if I were being asked to go to a barren, ravaged country to help rebuild 
it. Imagine, for instance, if we at Wesley were asked as a community to uproot en 
masse and go to Baghdad to help rebuild the city – not on a highly paid contract, 
but to live there permanently. I know I’d be afraid. And I’ve lived in Baghdad. I 
know the city from earlier times. 
 
I think, too, I’d be more than a little concerned if I were asked to return to the 
Highlands of Scotland where some of my ancestors were deprived of their home 
through the land clearances of the nineteenth century; or to Pommern east of the 
River Oder in the former Prussia and Germany where my maternal grandfather’s 
family and all Germans were removed in a form of ethnic cleansing following 
World War 2. Despite any romantic notions I might have about both places I don’t 
know them, they are not my home. 
 
This is how it was for the exiles in Babylon. So God tells them “do not be afraid.” 

It’s usually angels who say "Do not be afraid" but in these verses of Isaiah, it's in 
the mouth of God. It appears twice in seven verses.  

Fear is at the root of so much that is wrong with our world – we start healing 
ourselves and the world by overcoming fear. One way to overcome our fears is to 
name them – this dispels some of the power they hold over us. Fear gains power 
when it’s kept in dark, secret places within us. If we can name fear and talk about 
it, the fear is usually diminished and we are empowered.  
 
When I was a child I was terrified of Germans and in the post-war years I had 
recurrent nightmares about them. I didn’t know then that my grandfather was 
German. That had been kept quiet and we were always told he was Hungarian. He 
hid the fact of his German nationality because of fear of reprisals in New Zealand 
during and between the first and second world wars. My mother died not knowing 
she was half German. My grandfather lived a lie and denied his origins, his culture. 
My brothers and cousins and I missed out on the richness of a culture that was part 
of us. We missed out on really knowing our grandfather. His children missed out 
on really knowing their father. My family lived with secrets and lies and all the 
well documented implications of that for trans-generational patterns of relating, 
and for emotional and psychological health.  
 
I like to think that my grandfather would have been accepted for himself if people 
had known his true nationality and origins. I like to think that if he had talked to 
friends about it he would have found acceptance and peace and freedom from the 
awful shroud of secrecy. 
 
 



And I guess that’s the point I’m trying to make about the power of fear. We can 
give fear that power, or not. If I had the chance to say something to my grandfather 
now, that’s what I’d say – don’t be afraid, don’t hide who you are. You are loved. 
 
Fear and love are linked. God reassures the Israelite exiles that they are loved and 
they need not fear. How can we take these words to heart? How can we open to 
them and receive them so that we may in turn give? 
 
The tender and particular love of God that Isaiah wrote of is affirmed for Jesus in 
the gospel story of Jesus’ baptism. In the Acts reading, non-Jews are included in 
the early Christian community. This reflects the universal God envisioned by 
Isaiah. God is no longer only for Israel. God is there for all who want to be part of 
the community.  

 
Reading Isaiah can embolden us as we pass through our own fire and water 
experiences but we need each other. God became human in Jesus so that we would 
know that we are here for each other, and being here for each other means sharing, 
listening to each other’s joys and heartaches and fears. Some may think it’s weak 
to talk about such things. I think it’s strong and I think that’s something we can 
take from this reading from Isaiah. 
 
We are much more than individuals. We are inextricably linked with each other. 
Our hearts are given us to answer other hearts. 
 
Let’s pray: 
God of love  
We are here today washed in the waters of baptism, 
set alight by the Holy Spirit 
and about to be nurtured again by the bread and wine of Holy Communion. 
Give us the strength and the courage to share our fears when we need to 
and to listen to others when they need it 
so that we may be in this world as you taught us to be: 
for each other in love. 
Amen 
 
Niki Francis 


