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Otto von Bismarck was the so-called “Iron Chancellor” of Germany in the latter half of the 19th century.  He was known for many accomplishments, including the formation of a bureaucracy that exemplified German efficiency.
But one of Bismarck’s enduring legacies was his way with words.  He gave us such memorable lines as, “Politics is the art of the possible” and “People never lie so much as after a hunt, during a war or before an election.”  

But during the last two years another of his quotes has returned to prominence.  “Laws are like sausages,” he said, “it is better not to see them being made.”  This week we might want to add “diplomacy” to the list of acts best left unseen.

The release of thousands of classified diplomatic cables and emails allowed us to glimpse the world on international relations, and the sight wasn’t pretty.  Secretary of states in the last two administrations apparently urged their staff at the United Nations to spy on foreign leaders.  Embassy staff from around the world gave less than flattering evaluations of some of the world’s most powerful leaders.  Issues as significant as where Gitmo detainees were to go were reduced to offers of money or a handshake with the president.

Whether the documents are a diplomatic 9/11 or just another tempest in a teapot, time will tell.  But they do point to the ways of nations.

I am sure there are far more nuanced views of how nations operate than mine, but let me offer what I see as two models they use in dealing with their own citizens and other nations.


The first is the way of domination.

Most of us here remember the old Soviet Union.  Through its vast communist infrastructure, it dominated the lives of its citizens.  It controlled every aspect of their lives, including their education, health care, careers, political options and religion.  It kept a boot on the neck of its people.

In similar manner, it dominated other countries in the Eastern Bloc.  Poland, Czechoslovakia, East Germany and others spent decades staring into the barrel of Soviet tanks.  Leaders there knew that every move had to be acceptable to Moscow.

The U.S.S.R. fell years ago, but the domination model survives in various forms.  It is alive in North Korea, Iran, Cuba and Venezuela as well as in numerous regimes in the Middle East.

Of course, the domination model is difficult on everyone, dominators and dominated.  It creates constant tension as those in power try to maintain control and those out of power seek to break free.   The Soviet Union fell because it could no longer afford to dominate its citizens and its neighbors.

Fortunately, there is another model.  We are far more comfortable with this approach.  It is rooted in mutual self-interest.   In this approach, leaders seek agreement on what might benefit both parties.

For example, during the Cold War, both the United States and Moscow knew it was in their best interest not to provoke each other.  A nuclear war was not in either’s self-interest.

On the positive side, this approach leads nations to treaties like NAFTA because each believes the good they will receive is greater than any negative consequences.  Right now, it is in both the United States’ interest to sell its debt to China and in China’s interest to buy it.  

Within nations, the same model exists.  One reason members of Congress like earmarks—funds designated for their areas—is because they benefit both the legislator and his constituents.  The latter gets new jobs or a new bridge while the former gets credit and votes.

But the mutual self-interest model is not without tension because it is based on maintaining the equilibrium.  Any change in interests requires re-negotiation.  For example, if a new senator is elected or a new political movement emerges the status quo is disrupted.  It takes a lot of energy for vested interests to maintain the system or for outside interests to change it.

Of course, I am sure we all prefer mutual self-interest over domination.  Yet neither model takes seriously the needs and hopes of the poor and powerless.  In the domination model, they are easily oppressed, mere fodder for the powerful.  In the mutual self-interest model, they are easily ignored.  What does the homeless man or the teen-age mother have to bring to the table?

All of this is more than political theorizing.  It is a way for us to understand the difference between the ways of the nations and ways of God.  While nations seek peace by domination or mutual self-interest, the people of God place our hope for peace in the practice of justice.  True peace—which is not just the absences of conflict but rather the presence of well being—comes when all people are treated justly.

That is the hope at the heart of Isaiah’s prophecy.

In the chapter leading up to our reading, God declares judgment upon Judah.  

The reason was simple.  Judah’s leaders had become craven, cynical, pompous and spiritually bankrupt.  They cared not a whit about the most fragile people in the land.  They made laws that were unjust.  They deprived the poor of their rights.  They preyed on the widow and robbed the orphan.  And so God declared that Assyria, the dominant power of the day, would sweep over Judah as it had the other nations, including the more powerful Northern Kingdom of Israel.  It would be the ax in God’s hand, reducing the once mighty nation to a mere stump.  It would be a sad reminder of what once had been.
And yet that was not to be the end of the story.  God promises that out of that stump a shoot shall come forth.  It is a promise of new life--that a remnant of Judah will not only survive but will once again grow into a great nation.

But here’s the difference.  The New Israel will be led by a king endowed with the spirit of God.  He will possess wisdom and understanding, counsel and might, knowledge and fear of the Lord.  In other words, he will possess all of the wisdom and knowledge, strength and humility necessary to practice the ways of God.  He will not judge by appearances or on hearsay.  He will put away political calculations when settling disputes between the rich and poor.  He will not favor the powerful over the meek but rather will treat everyone with respect and fairness.  He will be known for his righteousness and faithfulness, for being a person of integrity in every situation.  
In short, the new king will not seek to dominate or pursue self-interest.  He will do what is right in God’s eyes.  He will practice justice and produce peace,

Is it any wonder that followers of Christ understand him in light of this hope?

No, he did not restore a nation with borders and a standing army, but he formed a New Israel that reached across all the old boundaries.  He formed a kingdom in which men and women, rich and poor, slave and free, powerless and powerful are not just tolerated but welcomed.  He gave birth to a nation that feeds its widows and orphans, embraces outcasts and prodigals, forgives tax-collectors and sinners.  He formed a people whose goal is not domination but love, whose approach is not self-interest but self-sacrifice.  He created a community where people can experience peace because justice is practiced.
No, the church has not always been perfect.  We have at times failed to live up to our calling.  But where else do we glimpse the kingdom of which Isaiah spoke?  Do we not, here and there, now and then, see the kingdom over which Christ rules?

Back when we lived in Shreveport and Joan was Roman Catholic, we would go on Saturday evenings to mass at St. John’s Co-Cathedral, which sits on a hill overlooking the city.  It is a great old building with vaulted ceilings, stained glass and an ornate altar.  And, like every church, it stands as an outpost of Christ’s kingdom in the world.

Sitting in the pews of that church were representatives of the kingdom Christ had formed, of the New Israel that had emerged from the stump of the Old.  There were the middle-class families of four and the divorced moms with their toddlers.  There were men who lived on the street and women who appeared to walk them.  There were Anglos and African-Americans, Hispanics and Asians.  There were businessmen of powerful reputations and the women who cleaned their offices.  They were there not because the preacher was compelling or the music was moving but because in a world where domination and self-interest reign supreme they had found a king who welcomed them and loved them.  They had glimpsed the kingdom where the hope of peace rested on the practice of justice.
That is what we offer the world—an alternative to the ways of nations, an alternative to political intrigue and calculations.  What we offer is a share in the ways of God.
