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The Hawking of Idols, Or Super Bowl Commercials and EBay
Isaiah 40:18-31

I suspect many of us are familiar with the online auction site EBay.  It’s a place where you can post a picture and description of whatever item you’re looking to sell, set the number of days you want the auction to last, and then folks can submit online bids in the hopes of securing your object.  If you’ve ever been to the site, you know that their motto is true:  “Whatever it is, you can get it here.”  People will sell—or buy—anything on EBay, it seems.
In fact, one late night several weeks ago, as I was flipping through channels trying to find something interesting, I stumbled across Jay Leno, who was right in the middle of a segment about things you can find on EBay.  He was showing a picture of a real item found on EBay and the audience had to guess whether it sold or not.

I arrived about the time Leno described an object that someone was actually attempting to sell on EBay.  The picture showed a single Brussels Sprout, and the description noted that this was the only sprout leftover from the recent family Thanksgiving feast.  Would you believe that it sold for $11?

“Whatever it is, you can get it here,” including a leftover Brussels Sprout.  According to a magazine article from early January, that also includes something else:  unwanted Christmas gifts.  It seems that EBay has become the perfect dumping ground for less-than-desirable gifts.  No longer do people think about re-gifting when they get something they don’t want for Christmas; now they dump them online.  It seems that what were the must-have Christmas gifts a few weeks before have become the leftover Brussels sprouts of today.
I confess that I haven’t hawked any gifts on EBay.  But—and perhaps you can understand what I’m naming—I have felt something gnawing at me from time to time.  As I have watched my children add their Christmas bounty to an ever-expanding collection of toys—and toys for girls the ages of my daughters always seem to have a thousand tiny pieces that have to be kept together, lest—heaven forbid—Strawberry Shortcake use a My Little Pony hairbrush by mistake—and I have watched as they have had countless hours of fun running around with a discarded scrap of ribbon, leaving more engaging—and costly—presents lying untouched for days.  And I have found myself wondering if, in spite of our best efforts to do otherwise, we are teaching our kids that more is better and that happiness is found in things.

My silent despair created in me a post-Christmas funk that only deepened when I overheard a conversation that took place in my very own house about four weeks ago.  I was sitting at the computer in my office at home, when I heard Rachel ask her mother if she would buy her something she’d seen on TV—I don’t remember what it was.  Alayne said, “No, honey, you already have enough stuff, and, besides, those are really expensive.”
Rachel was undeterred, “That’s OK, Mommy.  We can just get Daddy to work some more, so that we’ll have more money to buy it.”

Perhaps you’ve been there.  You went through the motions of a consumer Christmas thinking that if you gave or received the perfect gift, that whatever it is within us that gnaws at us would stop.  That if we could just get the culture to tell us “Merry Christmas” instead of “Happy Holidays,” then things would be better.  If the family could simply sit together and enjoy a Christmas dinner like we years ago then the despair within me would dry up.  Perhaps you thought that if we bought and gave and received enough things, we would finally stop seeking more.
But, then you sit amid the piles of Christmas presents and see countless others being hawked on EBay, you begin to wonder:  Did the rhythms of consumer Christmas leave me satisfied?
That question will definitely be in focus later today.  Of course, it won’t simply be the rhythms of a consumer Christmas, but rather the rhythms of the broader consumer mentality that rules our world.  Today, many of us here will join countless others in watching the Super Bowl, and many will admit that they will be watching not for the game but rather the commercials.  We will be watching to see which commercial will be the next great Super Bowl ad, and I suspect we’ll be talking about them at least as much as about the game this time tomorrow.

But make no mistake.  When we watch those commercials, we will be participating in the liturgy of other gods.  The companies who have spent millions on Super Bowl air time will be hawking their idols—telling us that the key to our value and worth as humans is in what car we drive; what beverage we drink; what carrier we use to ship our stuff from one place to another—including the stuff we buy and sell on EBAy—and, whether we are conscious of it or not, we will be tempted to trade in the God who made us for gods of our own making.  The liturgy of a consumer culture is designed to make us think that our happiness and worth and value can be bought and sold, that all we need is the latest idol to give us what we’re seeking from life.
Raymond Brown was wrote that there comes a time in everyone’s life when the gospel seems too little to go on.  We decide we need a “better” god.  And so we turn to things we think will give us more security than the God who created us.
And so we start to turn other things into gods that we worship, and we hope that we will find life in them.  And so we make gods of nations or political parties or military might, saying, “It’s obvious, God, that you don’t have the power or the will to protect us, so we will put our trust in other powers.”

We make gods of our work, thinking that the God who cares about the sparrows can’t be trusted to give us this day our daily bread, and we try to earn everything that we can so that when we have enough money, we will feel secure.

We make gods of our families, thinking that they will not abandon us or let us down.

We are no different from the people to whom the prophet Isaiah spoke.  They were sitting in a land of despair and the voices kept telling them that their God had no power, that their salvation would come through something else.  They began to wonder if they should trade in the God of Israel for one of the Babylonian gods.  They, after all, had by all accounts shown power over the God of Israel.  They began to wonder if they shouldn’t trust in their own power rather than in God’s.  They even began to think that there was no other way to life than the ones they could conceive of in their captivity.
 Isaiah knew well the temptations that his hearers faced.  And so he reminds the people of all that they had forgotten.  And he begins with a picture of the God who in love created all that is.  But that wasn’t enough for a people in exile.  Not only did God do the work of creation, this same God is still active in the midst of the world.  This God, says Isaiah, does not faint or grow weary.  You, with all of your own efforts—no matter how young and energetic you may be—will surely grow tired and faint.  But God will not.  God’s love for this creation continues, and the one who created you will continue to work in your midst bringing new life and hope, even in places you can’t see it.
And Isaiah makes it clear that no god that we have to make could ever do that.  We have to lift and carry and strain under the weight of our idols, rather than being given the wings of eagles by our God.

Isaiah reaches from the pages of scripture to ask us today:  Did the rhythms of consumer Christmas leave you satisfied?

Have you ever found lasting, abundant life in anything other than God?

Why then would you ever trade the God who woke you up this morning and gave you life for the gods of your own making?  So turn back to God, for the 
“Lord is the everlasting God,
        the Creator of the ends of the earth.
    He does not faint or grow weary;
        his understanding is unsearchable. 
    He gives power to the faint,
        and strengthens the powerless. 
    Even youths will faint and be weary,
        and the young will fall exhausted; 
    but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength,
        they shall mount up with wings like eagles,
    they shall run and not be weary,
        they shall walk and not faint.”
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