
Isaiah 55:1-12 

Today’s Old Testament passage gives us an insight into this age-old dilemma – if you’ve 

moved to a different country, what do you preserve of your culture and to what extent do 

you assimilate with the culture surrounding you? The Israelites have been forcibly 

removed from their homes in Jerusalem and moved to Babylon. As a nation group they 

face that very dilemma – some have assimilated pretty well, some have retained their own 

customs and way of living. 

Being an immigrant myself, I think assimilating with the culture around you is vital. You 

cannot transpose your own attitudes and ways of dealing with the world and expect to 

make a success of yourself. At the same time I’m acutely aware of the fact that 

necessarily you do bring a distinct flavour of yourself and your home culture with you – 

and that’s unavoidable. I also think that it is enriching for everyone involved.  

There’s a fine balance to be struck between total and utter assimilation and ghetto 

mentality whereby you create a world of your own, your little fatherland in a different 

country. I’ve seen both extremes and both make me feel uneasy.  

I’ve probably spoken on a number of occasions about the various differences between 

Poland and Scotland. As we’re nearing Christmas time, I’ll tell you that Poles celebrate 

Christmas Eve more while British celebrate Christmas Day. Poles open their presents on 

Christmas Eve with the arrival of the first star while British open their gifts on the 

morning of Christmas Day. Poles always set an extra place at the table for an unexpected 

visitor too. 

In Poland we have special traditional dishes that we eat only at Christmas like lots of 

cabbage, poppy seed and various fish dishes. Here you’ve got turkey, brussel sprouts and 

Christmas cake. I sometimes wonder how long some of those traditions will survive as 

food habits are changing everywhere: in Poland you suddenly have muffins which we’ve 

never seen before, here some go for buffalo meat instead of beef and in Australia some 

begin to eat kangaroo meat while for many this is still anathema.  

In a culturally mixed household like our own we do Christmas Eve Polish style and open 

one gift each on Christmas Eve and the following day we’ve got a British Christmas Day 

meal and open the rest of the gifts. This is just an example of respecting one another’s 

culture, habits and customs and how two different cultures can be celebrated and yet 

make room for the other.  

Isaiah doesn’t have anything against that. What he does not approve of is absorbing the 

selfishness and the greed of the culture around you and emulating it. What he speaks 

against is forgetting the principles you’ve always lived by, good and healthy guidelines 

for how to live and treat one another, and replacing them with maybe easier and more 

comfortable ways of the world around you but which nevertheless are damaging in the 

long run.  



The Israelites have become focused on their daily needs, they fell into the trap of earn-

consume-earn-consume. They forgot that there used to be more to it. They used to live in 

a community where everyone looked after everyone else. The well-being of the whole 

community was paramount; kindness, justice and generosity were the chief values. God 

made them – and us – interdependent and there was no peace or well-being until 

everyone was fed, watered and happy.   

We were not created for a rat race. We were not created to consume. We are more than 

that. Generally speaking our culture in the West is self-centred, self-gratifying and 

selfish. But at Christmas time it becomes unbearable and manic in its manifestation. We 

buy as if the shops were never to be opened again; we eat as if we could never eat after 

Christmas. We become part of the frenzy around us, we let ourselves buy into it. I know 

because I’m guilty of it too.  

Jesus came to this world in the poorest, dirtiest and simplest conditions. He came right 

into the mess and isolation we create for one another. Why do we feel the need to 

overindulge and manically spend to celebrate that fact?  

We’ve invited Kate today to speak about her plastic and waste free lifestyle to remind 

ourselves that there is a different way. I’d like to invite you to listen to what she said and 

find one way, one tip you could apply to your own life. And I’d like to encourage you to 

start now, in the midst of the rush and pandemonium of Christmas preparations.  

‘Why spend money on what is not bread, 

    and your labor on what does not satisfy? 

Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, 

    and you will delight in the richest of fare. 
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Give ear and come to me; 

    listen, that you may live.’ 

By encouraging the Israelites to buy without money and without cost Isaiah did not invite 

his listeners to overindulge. He invited them to community, generosity and freedom. With 

that comes responsibility for the well-being of everyone in that community.  

In Shapinsay church we’ve become an eco-congregation; we are a Christian church 

which cares about others. How can we live into it in our individual lives? How can we 

testify to that baby born among the poorest and most ostracized, made a refugee when he 

was a toddler? How can we make the hopes and dreams we have for the world come true? 

What will it mean for you? Buying Fairtrade chocolate and tea instead of any other one? 

Eating less and spending more time with those we care about? Donating to a charity 

instead of sending lots of cards and parcels? Getting a Christmas tree in a pot or in the 

garden instead of a cut or artificial one? 

‘“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 

    neither are your ways my ways,” 



declares the Lord. 
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“As the heavens are higher than the earth, 

    so are my ways higher than your ways 

    and my thoughts than your thoughts.’ 

Merry Christmas to you all as Jesus is born and bears fruit in your lives again this festive 

season and beyond. Amen.  


