In the opening line of the first reading "Say to those who are of a fearful heart, be strong, do not fear!  Here is your God…  He will come and save you".

Isaiah was addressing a people  who  from all appearances had very little reason  to be hopeful, and a lot of reason for fear.  The people of Israel were in the middle of what must have seemed to them to be the end of everything./ / Before this, Israel had been a great kingdom.  Under kings David and Solomon, they had become one of   the richest and most powerful nations of their day.  But, in a fairly short period of time, they were completely overcome by Babylon, and they lost everything they had, their land, their wealth, their armies and their freedom.  The worst thing of all was the fact that hundreds of thousands of them were dragged off to Babylon and made into slaves.  And for a people whose identity was closely related with their homeland, that was even worse than death.  And so the Israelites became a very defeated people in every way.  

Many of the Psalms come from this time in Israel’s history.  They tell of how they were truly consumed with fear and anxiety about the future because it looked almost completely hopeless.

So, it is within this context that God gave them  these words  of consolation and encouragement through his  prophet, Isaiah.  He says to them, "Don't be afraid.  No matter what is happening, it is not so bad that it should make you despair.  No matter what evil, or how badly messed up the world may be, there is a power at work in the world, a power that will  create  something far greater  than  any evil  can bring against it." 

And that must have been a welcome message for them, but it must have been hard for them to believe.  God's presence was not exactly obvious at the time.  Destruction was all around them.  There was no burning bush, or miracles to prove God was there.  There was only the voice of the prophet telling them, "Don't be afraid.  Whatever happens, it won’t destroy you.  Your lives will be restored if you accept the salvation God offers, and accept it as He offers it, not as you might think it should be. / Don’t expect to see the presence of God in things that happen around you.  That is not where He is.  Expect to find Him, instead, in that which happens within you."

God's presence is not always shown in the removal of suffering.  But, in the fact that, in spite of it all, even in the midst of it all, there is still the possibility of great peace and personal growth.  But it is not always found in the place or circumstances that we think it should be. / If you look at the people of  Israel   in  Isaiah’s  time, God’s chosen people, their history didn’t have much to do with  the  military or the economic power that was so important to them at that time.

So, the real mystery of the presence of God in the world, is in the fact that despite the corruption and perverse values in the world, there is still great good being done.  There are millions of people who are striving to reform their lives and change their values.  Their virtue  and integrity  don’t make the headlines, because God touches us on a personal level, challenging each one in their own personal lives.

It would have been very simple for Christ to have used His power to force Himself upon the people and to rid the world of suffering and evil.  But that would have been a false salvation.  Salvation is not through force, but through choice and the conversion of  each individual  heart and  mind.///  

Our situation today could easily be compared to the situation of the Israelites in Isaiah's time.  We face the real possibility of our own destruction as well- -both physical and moral.  And it is entirely possible that we will actually do it - just like the people of Isaiah's time.

So, Isaiah is speaking to us too.  "Don't be afraid." Because even while we see evil all around us, we are also growing in the Spirit of God, who gives us hope.  Like St. Paul says: “Where evil abounds, grace abounds all the more.”  There are many who are courageous enough not to follow the crowd and follow Christ instead.  And by doing so, they are fulfilling the Father's plan for the world.

So, the only thing we really need to fear is the fact that we might fail to answer our call to personal conversion.  It is a very individual call, and a very real one. // It is easy to hide behind the evil in the world as an excuse for doing nothing. / We can talk about world-wide problems of starvation, war,  and prejudice, that affects hundreds of millions of people.  But the world will never change in groups of hundreds of millions of people.  People exist first as individuals, and there will be real peace only when each person experiences peace within his or her own heart. / And there is a great deal that each one of us can do about the problems we see in the individuals we meet every day. / We need to understand that no one will ever be able to take our place in God's world, and that the good that each of us are called to do can only be done by us.  If we fail to respond to that call, that good will simply never be done.

But, we will do it.  We will all miss some opportunities - but we won't miss them all.  -Because  Isaiah's words are just as true today as they were then.  “Be strong.  Don't be afraid.  Because God is with us.”

