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"Don't let the prophecy down!"

Last words carry power, particularly those of Dom Helder Camara, the Brazilian Catholic Archbishop of
Recife. "Don't let the prophecy down," he whispered to Marcelo Barros, a Benedictine priest, in their last
encounter. Dom Helder is considered a saint in Brazil. He labored for human rights, speaking out
courageously against the dictatorship in Brazil at that time. He was known for his ecumenical spirit and his
profound commitment to the poor. Twenty days before Dom Helder's death, when he was very ill, fragile, and
most of the time mentally not alert, Marcelo visited him. As Marcelo was not sure whether Dom Helder
recognized him, Marcelo asked, "Do you remember me? I am Marcelo Barros, I worked with you for many
years in the area of ecumenism; you ordained me." Dom Helder nodded yes with his head, but Marcelo was
still not sure. When the time of the visit was over, Marcelo asked Dom Helder, "Give me a word of life and
bless me." Dom Helder remained quiet with his eyes closed for a while and then babbled some words.
Marcelo put his ears close to Dom Helder's mouth. This time he understood. "Don't let the prophecy down!"

Last words carry power. They stay with us as they stayed with Marcelo. They point us to an ancient word, by
a prophet that scholars call "Third Isaiah," chapters 56-66. He (and it was probably a he,) addressed the people
of Israel upon their return to Jerusalem after almost 50 years of exile. As they begin to establish their new life
in their homeland, the prophet gave warnings and promises for renewal with words strong and memorable.
God's command to live justly and honor the Sabbath is connected to the sure promise of God's rebuilding and
reassuring Spirit. To act justly is to remove the yoke that oppresses others and to refrain from contempt and
slander. It is to give of oneself to the hungry and oppressed. The Hebrew word nephesh means "one's whole
being". Therefore, a better understanding of the text would be much stronger than giving food to the hungry.
God commands that we give our whole being to the hungry.

To act justly is the condition for the promise. "Ifâ�¦" "If you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing
of finger, the speaking of evil"â�¦ "If you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the
afflicted"â�¦ "If you refrain from trampling the Sabbathâ�¦" These are big 'if's.'

Have we acted justly? Have we removed that which oppresses others among us? Have we acted in order to
extricate contempt and slander from our midst? Have we given ourselves to the hungry and to the people who
are afflicted? Have we given enough time to experience the presence of God in worship? Have we invested in
our spiritual life? Have we kept the Sabbath (in our case Sunday) for God?

One of the pillars of Lutheran theology is the emphasis in the grace of God. "We are saved by grace through
faith", is the principle established by the scriptures and upheld strongly by Luther in the sixteenth century. Our
salvation doesn't depend on us, but solely in the grace of God. It is by grace that our sins are forgiven. This
remains one the most important theological principles for Lutherans and many other faith traditions. But the
concept has been often misunderstood. The misconception goes, "because salvation is a free gift of God and
the forgiveness of sins is given by grace, it doesn't matter what we do or how we live. In the end we will be
forgiven and saved." Faith, however, becomes distorted when it misappropriates God's gift with an
assumption that we hold no responsibility for our discipleship. Whatever we do is OK.

In order to correct this error, Dietrich Bonhoeffer developed the concept of cheap and costly grace. He says,
"cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline,
communion without confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace
without Jesus Christ."
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The grace of God is for free and it is abundant, but it is not to be received flippantly, as if it didn't cost
anything. It cost the cross; it cost the life of Jesus. Therefore it is not to be taken lightly, and the response to it
is discipleship.

Discipleship requires discipline, responsibility, true repentance, a change of attitude, a transformation of mind.
Discipleship is about our own personal relationship with God, but it is also about our relationship with the
community. Each individual disciple has responsibilities to uphold for the sake of the community.
Discipleship is not about 'doing what I want' for the sake of my own values or commitments, but being aware
that 'what I want' impacts the life of others and my response has to take them into account. Discipleship is
about acting justly.

If you act justly, the promise reaches towards you like last words whispered in the night. Your light will rise
out of the darkness and you will be satisfied. You will be continually nourished, like a "watered garden", and
you will have a future - "you shall raise up the foundations of many generations".

If you act justly, the ruined places in your life will be rebuilt and you shall be called repairer of the breach and
restorer of the streets to live in.
If you act justly, you will take delight in the Lord and you will ride on the heights of the earth.
If you act justly, you shall call, and the Lord will answer; you shall cry for help, and God will say, Here I am.

You will hear the whispers of last words.

"Don't let the prophecy down!"
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