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Second Sunday of  Epiphany, Year C 
Jan. 17, 2016 
St. Thomas 
 
It was supposed to be so good by now.  
The troubles that the earlier generations endured,  
the indignities, that long, slow walk to freedom, 
should have been over with by now. 
THIS generation had every reason  
to expect things would be so much better by now.  
 
A beloved prophet of an earlier generation  
had a dream for this generation. 
He had told them they would rise up  
and sit at the table of brotherhood,  
that the lion and the lamb would lie down together  
and that no one would be afraid. 
He told them he had a dream  
that one day every valley would be exalted, 
every hill and mountain made low, 
the rough places made plain  
and the crooked places made straight. 
He told them that one day,  
the glory of the Lord would be revealed.  
 
He compared the struggle of his people  
to that of the ancient Israelites, 
and spoke of the pain of exile.  
He spoke of the Exodus,  
and said that the same God  
who had brought the Hebrews out of bondage in Egypt  
would do the same for this people, 
and promised them that one day,  
like the ancient Israelites,  
they would enter the Promised Land. 
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And so they did.  
Trouble is, the Promised Land  
isn’t always all it’s cracked up to be.  
Their old enemies had given up  
trying to keep them down and enslaved. 
The old enemies were gone, dead or defeated. 
But their problems didn’t go away. 
 
Building up their community was hard work,  
harder than they had imagined. 
They’d been so full of hope just a few years earlier. 
But now, their dreams were broken  
and their faith was once again crumbling.  
And they began to wonder if God EVER  
meant to fulfill the promises that had been made to them. 
They began to wonder if God was indifferent to their struggle.  
 
And so a new prophet emerged. 
And like the old prophet, we know him as Isaiah. 
Third Isaiah, to be exact.  
 
 
Bible scholars tell us that the book we know as “Isaiah” 
actually represents the words of two or maybe three different 
prophets 
speaking in different periods of Israel’s history.  
The first part of the book, chapters 1-39,  
commonly called First Isaiah, 
is identified as the work of the prophet Isaiah ben Amoz, 
who is said to have lived in the 8th century Before Christ, 
although there’s evidence to suggest  
that much of that part of the book 
was written some 200 years later,  
during the time of the Babylonian Exile. 
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The main focus of that part of the book of Isaiah  
promises harsh judgment followed by eventual restoration  
for the country of Judah and for it’s capital, Jerusalem. 
 
Second Isaiah, chapters 40-55,  
is the work of an anonymous prophet 
writing during the exile, 
after Jerusalem has been destroyed. 
The central theme of that part of the book is a new Exodus. 
The prophet promises the return of his exiled people from Babylon 
back to Jerusalem.  
 
In the final chapters of the book,  
the part from which our lesson this morning comes, 
that return has taken place.  
The Jewish people are home again.  
But all is still not right. 
The restoration and rebuilding of Jerusalem  
have met obstacles and delays.  
 
 
In Isaiah 62, the prophet is speaking to a people  
who had been full of hope 
but now must battle deteriorating morale  
caused by broken dreams.  
The return home was not easy.  
The economy was shot,  
the people who HADN’T been carried off into exile, 
who had remained behind, 
weren’t doing things the way they’d always done them before. 
This was NOT the Jerusalem they thought they remembered, 
NOT the glorious homecoming they’d been expecting. 
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It’s in this context that the prophet speaks the words  
we heard this morning. 
He is speaking directly to God 
and he is demanding that God  
DO SOMETHING about the situation. 
“For Zion’s sake, I will not keep silent, 
and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest, 
until her vindication shines out like the dawn, 
and her salvation like a burning torch.” 
 
Isaiah speaks powerfully 
not just to the discouraged returnees  
but also to anyone dealing with the feeling  
that God has turned away in indifference.  
 
To follow the prophet’s example,  
we, too, need to acknowledge the reality 
faced by those dealing with defeat and broken dreams 
before we move on to words of hope and new beginnings.  
Complaining to God about a lousy situation, 
protesting boldly about something that is unfair or just wrong: 
these should be elements of our prayer life, 
just as much as words of thanksgiving and praise.  
Nothing is out of bounds in prayer, nothing is inappropriate. 
Everything belongs in conversation with God.  
 
And so the prophet we know as Third Isaiah  
begins with a protest 
against how God appears to have turned away from God’s people.  
It’s okay to criticize God. 
It’s okay to nag God.  
You don’t have to bite your tongue  
when you’re talking to your Creator. 
And Isaiah doesn’t. 
Isaiah is pretty clear that he’s not happy with waiting. 



 

 

5 

5 

 
But then… then comes the GOOD news.  
Merely returning from exile  
is not the final goal of God's salvation, he says.  
God intends to make the restored Israel  
"a crown of beauty in the hand of the LORD,"  
a sign that the LORD has chosen and "married" this people.  
 
And everybody likes a good wedding story, don’t they? 
 
Some 26 hundred centuries later,  
there appeared in Montgomery, Ala.,  
another prophet who would not keep silent, 
another prophet who would not rest, 
another prophet who did not back away  
from bold protests about injustice 
and honest conversations with God. 
  
 
I speak, of course, of Dr. Martin Luther King, 
And tomorrow, we honor his birth  
and his remarkable contributions to our nation’s history. 
I encourage all of you to come and join the St. Thomas delegation  
as we take part in the Marade on Monday.  
You’ll find the details in your service bulletin. 
 
In his 2005 biography of Dr. King,  
author Marshall Frady tells the story  
of a time that Dr. King’s commitment to the Civil Rights 
movement wavered.  
It was the mid-1950s,  
and he had reluctantly been drawn into leadership  
in the Montgomery bus boycott.  
He had endured police harassment, and venomous phone calls,  
and reports of plots to kill him.  
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Late one night,  
after he’d taken yet one more threatening phone call, 
and he had a hard time going back to sleep, 
he went into his kitchen and fixed himself a cup of coffee. 
As he sat there at his table with his coffee, 
he was overwhelmed with his own sense of unworthiness. 
He was so disheartened –  
not just by society, but by his own failings.  
 
He felt he couldn’t take it any longer, 
and he tried to think of a way  
he could move out of the picture  
without appearing like a coward. 
 
He prayed the prayer  
that so many of us have uttered in our darkest nights: 
“Lord,” he said, “I’m down here trying to do what’s right. 
But Lord I’m faltering. 
I’m losing my courage. 
I can’t let people see me like this.  
But I’ve come to the point where I can’t face it alone.” 
 
And at that moment, as Dr. King later recalled,  
he seemed to hear the voice of Jesus, answering him. 
“Martin,” the voice said,  
“stand up for righteousness,  
stand up for justice, and stand up for truth. 
And lo, I will be with you, even unto the end of the world.” 
 
And just like that, his despair was transformed into courage, 
his uncertainty into certainty. 
Just like water turned into wine. 
It was, for him, a true Epiphany.  
And for the rest of his life, Dr. King never wavered again. 
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You and I both know that while our country has come a long way 
toward realizing Dr. King’s dream, 
we still have far, far to go.  
Racism and sexism and xenophobia and homophobia 
keep rearing their ugly heads. 
Gun violence shows no signs of slacking off. 
Political leaders say things right out loud  
that they ought to be ashamed of for even thinking.  
And the scariest thing is how many people  
either applaud or else they keep silent. 
 
Dr. King spoke of similar people in his own generation. 
He said, “Nothing in the world is more dangerous  
than sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity.” 
 
He also said that not only will we have to repent  
for the sins of the bad people,  
we will have to repent  
for the appalling silence of the good people.” 
 
This morning, let us listen to the prophets Isaiah  
and Martin Luther King. 
Let us not keep silent.  
Yes, we may be faltering, 
and yes, we may be losing our courage. 
We may be running short of wine. 
 
I know many Episcopalians 
are feeling pain and discouragement today 
because of the news reports  
that the primates of the Anglican Communion 
decided last week  
to limit the Episcopal Church’s participation  
in some of the Communion’s committees   
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for the next three years. 
This comes in response to our church’s action 
 at last summer’s General Convention 
to approve the blessing of same-sex marriages. 
 
By way of clarification,  
the primates are the presiding bishops 
in each of the countries  
where the Anglican Church is located. 
The Episcopal Church is, basically,  
the Anglican Church in the United States and Haiti  
and a few other places.  
We’re one of 38 national or provincial churches  
who trace their origins to the Church of England.  
And be assured, we are STILL part of the Anglican Communion. 
They didn’t kick us out.  
They just sort of slapped our hands.  
 
Our own Colorado bishop, Rob O’Neill,  
tells us that disappointing as this is, 
we shouldn’t be surprised 
that some of our sisters and brothers in other parts of the world 
are challenged by  
and disagree with  
our decision to bless same-sex marriages. 
The reality of life in many of those countries 
is unimaginable to Americans, he says. 
In some of those countries, they must bear witness to the gospel 
in the face of appalling poverty, 
lack of access to the most basic needs of human life, 
political chaos and instability, 
religious and racial conflict 
that make our own struggles look mild in comparison. 
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But remember, he says,  
that despite some of the primates disagreeing  
with our position on same-sex marriage, 
they also collectively condemned  
homophobic prejudice and violence 
and reaffirmed their rejection  
of criminal sanctions against gays and lesbians.  
 
Now, that’s not saying much by 21st century American standards, 
but it’s a start, 
and it is an invitation for us to continue to walk together  
in the grace and love of Christ, 
while faithfully and prayerfully recognizing our differences.  
 
And I believe that eventually, we WILL be vindicated. 
In time, the rest of the world will come around  
to our way of seeing things.  
 
Remember the city of Jerusalem so long ago, 
who saw the long-awaited return of the exiles 
lead only to more conflict: 
Conflict about how to rebuild the city walls, 
conflict about how to rebuild the temple,  
conflict over who belonged among them  
and who did not. 
 
And remember the words of Isaiah, 
who reassured that fractured city 
that God was in their midst,  
defending and protecting them. 
That God would not relent  
until the city was vindicated. 
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This God WILL not relent. 
This God is the God of the poor, the afflicted, the downtrodden. 
This God is the God of all who are marginalized. 
This God is the God who knows what it is to die by violence. 
 
This God is the God who gives us a dream, 
who tells us to stand up,  
who tells us to speak out, 
and who promises to be with us, 
not just until death do us part,  
but even unto the end of the world.  
 
Amen.  


