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Thank goodness for Epiphany.  I never quite understood its meaning, outside of the “aha” moment of great understanding.  In a religious sense, I knew it had to do with the Magi, but it has a longer and more hopeful aspect to it than one night during Christmas.  Like all of you, I sang the “12 days of Christmas,” not realizing its meaning on the extended church calendar.  In recent years, I learned that some congregations celebrate its conclusion with a cake hiding a small plastic Magi or baby Jesus.  Tradition has it that whoever found the object in their slice of cake needed to bake it for the next year.  Maybe that’s why I haven’t seen a king’s cake in quite a few years.

Here's something I also learned: the season of Epiphany lasts until Ash Wednesday, February 18 this year.  The end of the season is almost upon us.  It comes to us in the  darkest part of the year, increasing in light exposure throughout the season.  It reminds us of Christ’s coming into our world to join us in our humanity.  It shines light on our lives and the hope of the Kingdom of Heaven, as both John the Baptist and Jesus proclaimed.

Both of our readings speak of the light that Isaiah foretold centuries before Jesus’ birth.  In Old Testament times, the Israelite leaders looked to the military rather than God for strength and protection.  They grew in might, so much so that neighboring nations attacked them first.  Several conquests occurred over hundreds of years, much with the same result – Jewish exile.  The Jews lost everything – their homeland, their temples, their homes, their livelihoods, their families.  They settled in a land of strange languages, very different foods and customs.  There was no temple for worship.  The Israelites were utterly lost and hopeless.  

We can get an idea of how bad the Israelites suffered by reading Isaiah Chapters 7 and 8, just before today’s scripture.  In fact, the exiles were so desperate they turned to anything for hope.  Some sought relief through divination.  Today we might consider divination as seeking guidance from tarot cards, Ouija boards, or fortune tellers.  Perhaps like you, I had a Ouija board as a young teen.  For a year or two we tried to figure out our future until we went on to the next toy.  The exiles sometimes sought truth through seances with someone claiming to speak to their departed ancestors.
   
That’s why our reading today is so hopeful.  It speaks to their despair while in captivity.  It was then that the prophet Isaiah spoke to them of God’s love.  “There will be no gloom for those in anguish,” Isaiah soothes.  In their new homeland he describes a new future.  “You have multiplied the nation; you have increased its joy.  They will rejoice at the harvest.  For the yoke of their burden and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor you have broken.”

Ready to throw off their oppressors, they visualized an instant military victory.  At the time, King Hezekiah seemed like the most likely candidate to rescue them.  But such was not to be.  They settle into their new homeland; decades pass before they are released by their captors.  For some exile lasts centuries.  Yet some have adapted and choose to remain in their new land. 

The exile has passed; the Jews have returned home.   They still have Isaiah’s passage to give them hope.  Matthew’s gospel will not be written for several hundred more years.  

In our second reading, Matthew picks up on God’s promises.  He cites passages to reassure the Jews:  “Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the gentiles—the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light.”  These very places were their ancestral home.  In fact, in this same area, Jesus begins his ministry.

Jesus then takes on the ministry of John the Baptist:  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”  He looks upon this as a joyous moment, not a threat of doom.  Old Testament prophets saw strict adherence to the Law as the way to prevent future punishment.  By repent, Jesus wants us to reconnect with the God who made us.  He preaches love over the threat of eternal doom.  

We may interpret his words in a number of ways.  He may be suggesting his own presence as the kingdom of heaven.  He may be connecting the light of his birth sought by the magi has now come to Israel and the gentiles.  Jesus leaves that for us to interpret as we will.  But we can be glad that the kingdom of heaven has come to earth.

Jesus next turns to calling the disciples.  While not predicting the details, he knows his ministry will not last forever.  He needs to build a team that will carry on his ministry after him.  He simply walks up to ordinary people, asking them to follow him.  He doesn’t require resumes, a work history or even proper documentation.  They come just as they are.

We may find it unbelievable that the initial four – Simon-Peter, Andrew, James and John – would drop everything to accept his offer.  They left everything behind without any consultation.  I don’t want to deny their immediate allegiance, but I will say that the Bible many times gives us incredible images to suggest we consider a similar response.  We can certainly  question the implications and how we would respond if it were us talking to Jesus.

Jesus just says I’ll make you “fishers of people,” whatever that means.  But there are a few clues to their thinking.  One is giving up the world as they knew it – leaving family, job, and home behind.  Another is equally risky.  As fishermen, part of their earnings would go to Roman officials as tribute or a tax required by the empire.  By agreeing to follow Jesus, they just stopped paying taxes, surely noticed by the Roman tax collectors.  Whether they fully understand the implications of their decision to join Jesus, they would soon learn it meant aligning with Jesus against Rome.

I would certainly have a hard time dropping everything to devote myself to another by the simple words “Follow me.”  Leaving my family, house, car, two cats who depend on me to go who-knows-where sounds impossible.  Forget the instantaneous response.  It took months to just complete the change of mailing address when I moved last fall.

But Jesus calls us individually all the time.  Sometimes we reply immediately.  It may be a church sign-up for treats next week.  It may be “Can you help cut the grass on Saturday?”  It could be tying blanket tabs for a baptismal gift.  It may be organizing a bilingual reading day for neighboring children.  It could be whether you would volunteer to teach Sunday school, sit on a church board or organize a picnic (or just bring the chips).

Jesus may call you to your profession: teacher, clerk, streets department, college administrator, fire fighter.  Jesus may call you to listen to a friend, write a note to cheer up someone, pick up a child from school.  A few calls take place in the church but even the most mundane calls respond to Jesus’ invitation to “follow me.”  

Sometimes, the call involves minutes of our time.  Sometimes the call takes a lifetime – parenting, farming, nursing, nuturing.  I’m sure each of us can attest to calls we’ve heard in our lifetimes.  We may not realize it at first, but looking back, we would recognize the holiness of our response.

I came to “itinerant preaching” with a simple question.  I attended Lay Academy years ago.  I signed up simply because I wanted to better understand the Old and New Testaments – the first two years of training.  With that done, I bid adieu to my friends in class.  They blankly stared at me.  

“What do you mean, you’re not coming back?”  

They cajoled me into signing  up for another year.  I had to admit, I liked being with them.  Was their question “my call?”  Perhaps.  As I tried my hand at preaching, I questioned myself repeatedly.  Was it religious commitment or simply writing that drew me to preaching?  I’ve taught writing classes for years, so it comes with some ease.  I am mostly convinced this is a real “call,” for now.  Perhaps it’s as much as call as voting, developing friendships, parenting, or pondering the universe.

Friends, we can believe Jesus and the prophets before him.  The light of God will prevail.  Whether the darkness obstructs our view temporarily, the light will overcome.  The world is going crazy right now.  If it’s not Greenland, we’re watching our neighbors in Minneapolis stand up to evil.  In fact in just a few weeks, we will hear Jesus on the Mount proclaiming “WE” are the light of the world.  Accept your call any way that you perceive it, knowing that you lovingly follow Jesus.
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