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INTRODUCTION

The saints who shaped the Lenten Triodion prepared 
a lavish feast for us. The books of Genesis and 
Proverbs are read more or less in their entirety at 
daily Vespers, and there is an intensified recitation 
of the Psalms. In addition, selections from the 
prophecies of Isaiah are prescribed for the Sixth 
Hour (noontime prayer).

This little book reflects the experience of the 
congregation that gathered daily at St Michael’s 
Cathedral in Passaic NJ during the Great Fast of 
2018 to hear the daily selection from Isaiah.  Please 
read the daily selection from the Prophet for yourself 
before turning to these reflections. Ideally, they will 
lead you back to the text of Isaiah and invite you to 
consider other portions of Scripture as well.  These 
reflections are, at best, something of a roadmap 
to help orient your own experience of Isaiah’s 
prophecies; they have no value apart from the 
biblical book.

Isaiah’s preaching vividly reflected current events 
in Israel and Judah, the northern and southern 
kingdoms into which God’s people had divided. Some 
explanation of events in biblical history are therefore 
helpful both in hearing Isaiah’s words aright and in 
applying them to our contemporary situation.  



5

Biblical scholarship in the 20th century presumed 
that the book of Isaiah comprised the work of at 
least three different authors writing over a period of 
two hundred years or more.  At no time did it seem 
helpful to apply that widely-held hypothesis to these 
reflections on any passage of Isaiah’s preaching.  
Anyone interested in such historical-critical issues 
will find them amply covered in any good academic 
commentary on Isaiah.

In a broad way, the book of Isaiah mirrors the 
trajectory of our Lenten liturgy: from negative to 
positive, from despair to hope, and from death 
to life. For days at a stretch, the message may 
seem particularly harsh. Use these moments as 
encouragement to deeper repentance and press on 
toward the light that fills the final chapters with such 
joy and the prospect of new life.

The biblical word for “good news” or “Gospel” appears 
repeatedly in the later chapters of Isaiah. We will find 
the major moments of Christ’s life foreshadowed in 
his prophecies. Along with Psalms, there is no better 
book than Isaiah to teach us how to find the New 
Testament in the Old.

Fr. Jack Custer

Pascha 2019
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Model of the Old City of Jerusalem at the Museum of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls with Solomon’s Temple in the right foreground

THE FIRST WEEK
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MONDAY OF THE FIRST WEEK OF 
THE GREAT FAST

Isaiah 1:1-20

The prophecies of Isaiah start off on a very harsh 
note. If you’re a parent, you may recognize the 
situation. Think of a time when you were as angry at 
one of your children as you have ever been. The child 
persists in disobeying, insists on doing something 
that is destructive—especially to him or herself.  No 
amount of punishment has broken this stubborn 
little will.  All the damage has made no impression.  

This is God’s people in the 740s BC.  It’s been 200 
years since King Solomon’s foolish son, Rehoboam, 
divided the nation by his arrogance.  Ten tribes in 
the north have been ruled from Samaria by a series 
of kings who outdo each other in corruption and die 
violent deaths. From Jerusalem, the descendants of 
King David rule only over the tribes of Judah and 
Benjamin. As far as the Lord is concerned, Samaria 
and Jerusalem have become no better than Sodom 
and Gomorrah.

We’ve come a long way from the ideals of the Exodus 
that every family would prosper on its own piece of 
the Promised Land. The wealthy few oppress their 
neighbors through speculation in real estate, high-
risk cash crops like olives, grapes and wheat, and a 
thoroughly corrupt legal system.  The magnificent 
liturgies of the Jerusalem Temple have become a 



8

sham, performed by corrupt priests for hypocritical 
congregations. Meanwhile the worship of false gods 
and godesses flourishes, promising prosperity and 
promoted by the royal families.

Like the exasperated parent of an out of control 
adolescent, the Lord says through Isaiah, “can we 
just sit down and talk?” How much of what’s wrong 
in Israel comes down to that: God’s people no longer 
talk to their Lord, no longer listen for His voice.

You may well be starting this Lent with the same 
goals you’ve set in Lents past: to overcome some bad 
habit, to devote more time to prayer, to begin to read 
the Bible regularly, to practice charity actively. You 
can probably name what you’re not happy about in 
your spiritual life. The Lord says through Isaiah that 
the solution begins with agreeing to sit down and 
talk to Him, listen to Him, lay bare our hearts, and 
allow Him to change the way we see things.

Are you a regular participant in Sunday Liturgy? 
The prophet’s words invite us to examine how we 
approach worship and what we expect from it. 

Look at the scars sin has left in our own lives.  What 
lessons have we learned? Do we stubbornly persist 
in disobedience that damages us, our relationships 
and, above all, our relationship with the Lord?

Did you notice the ox, the donkey, and the stable in 
verse 3? This verse is the reason Nativity icons and 
manger scenes always include these animals.  It’s 
not a flattering comparison:  those dumb beasts 
recognize who takes care of them.  Do we?




