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SUMMARY
A lighthouse shines its light out into in the darkness. And we can help the light reach the ends of the Earth.

AT A GLANCE
Ships sailing through dangerous waters need guidance. A lighthouse is a warning that hazards lie ahead, but it is also an “aid to navigation” that helps ships find deep channels and safe harbors. How can we become beacons of hope for those who need help finding the way? 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Jesus and Airbnb,” January 19, 2020. 

And I thank God for the Lighthouse, I owe my life to him.
Jesus is the Lighthouse and from the rocks of sin,
He has shown the light around me, so that I might clearly see.
If it wasn’t for the Lighthouse, where would this ship be?
―“The Lighthouse,” by Ronny Hinson. Recorded by the Happy Goodmans, J.D. Sumner and the Stamps, The Oak Ridge Boys, the Gaithers, et al. The song was once on the charts for more than 40 weeks.

There’s something romantic about a lighthouse. It’s hauntingly picturesque, standing tall against the elements, offering a beacon of hope in the darkest night to a lone ship seeking safe harbor. A lighthouse is a symbol of hope against all odds. Even in the hour of one’s most desperate need, a light on a distant shore signals safety and salvation. 
Early lighthouses were not “houses” at all. They might have been simple piles of timber set afire on a hilltop as a light to guide a three-masted sailing ship safely into harbor. Sometimes, the fire was set on a platform near the port. Perhaps it was inevitable that a permanent structure was built with housing for the keeper of the light.
Hundreds of lighthouses dot the coastline of the United States. The tallest lighthouse on the West Coast is Pigeon Point Lighthouse in central California at 115 feet. Portland Head Light is perched on Cape Elizabeth in Maine and has been beaming its light since 1791. It’s arguably the most photographed lighthouse in the United States! Cape Hatteras Lighthouse in North Carolina, with its distinctive spiral stripes, guides ships through the shoal area known as the “Graveyard of the Atlantic.” The entire 198-foot-tall tower was picked up in 1999 and moved 2,900 feet inland to protect it from shoreline erosion. 
Perhaps the most famous beacon of hope and promise of new life — The Statue of Liberty — is not remembered as a lighthouse at all. For the first few years of its existence, the Statue was officially a lighthouse operating under the authority of the Lighthouse Board. According to one source, “The lighted torch in Lady Liberty’s right hand had, and still has, great symbolic significance, but at its beginning, it was also used as a navigational aid for ships entering New York Harbor. … Liberty’s torch, 305 feet above sea level, contained nine electric arc lamps that could be seen twenty-four miles out to sea,” and it was the tallest lighthouse in the United States when it was built. 
After some initial electrical problem (producing light via electricity was a fairly new technology at the time), the Statue’s lights went on for the first time on November 1, 1886, and remained on for one week. Then, due to the failure of Congress to allow funding beyond a week, the lights went out. The World reported, “The torch of the Goddess of Liberty is suffering from an attack of red tape.” Only after President Grover Cleveland signed an executive order did the Statue of Liberty become operational as a lighthouse on November 22, 1886.

The Lighthouse Metaphor
A lighthouse has one function: to be a light in darkness. If it can’t do that, it’s as useless as a flashlight without batteries. A lighthouse cannot do anything but shed light. It has no emergency tools or equipment, no life vests. In fact, modern lighthouses generally aren’t even inhabited by people.
You won’t find many lighthouses 100 miles away from water, or on soft and comfortable terrain surrounded by deep, calm water where a lighthouse clearly is not needed. Rather, lighthouses are usually located in high-risk danger zones like rocky headlands or unstable beaches where every wave threatens to undermine the foundation. For that reason, a lighthouse is always a message to a ship’s captain that the vessel is entering treacherous water.
The sole purpose of a lighthouse — its raison d’etre — is to be an aid to navigation. Sailors need to “see the light” to avoid danger. A lighthouse exists to facilitate navigation by broadcasting light in a sweeping beam across a wide and restless sea. If one is able to safety navigate past or through the dangers revealed by the lighthouse, it can mean the preservation of life and property. 
The metaphor is applicable in three directions: 
1. The original context, i.e., Israel as a light to the nations. 
2. To Jesus, who described himself as the Light of the World. 
3. To us, who follow Jesus and are charged with the responsibility to keep our lamps lit, and to shine for Jesus.

Israel: A Light to the Nations
In today’s text, we see Israel identified as the “servant.” While other interpretations exist, this is the consensus among scholars. But Israel is depicted here in “before” and “after” shots. There’s the former downtrodden and disobedient Israel, and there is a renewed, rejuvenated Israel who will be “a light to the nations.” The writer is exuberant: “It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the survivors of Israel; I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (v. 6). 
In other words, not only will a renewed Israel lead the lame and limping Jacob to a place of restoration, but Israel will also be a light to all nations, thereby securing their salvation! It’s an enormous boast, but the Isaianic author totally believes it. The exaltation of downtrodden Israel is for the purpose of drawing all the nations of the world, not just Israel, to the Lord. 
Of course, the prophet initially has doubts. Judah has suffered at least three invasions at the hands of the Babylonians. How could a defeated and exiled people possibly recover their national identity, let alone be a light to the nations? 
The answer lies in the recovery of Israel’s mission even before Israel existed (“before I was born”), in the call to Abraham to be the agent by which “all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3). Simple restoration was too light a mission for a divinely called people; Israel would be restored “as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (v. 6). One must return to Israel’s basic belief that it was chosen for the benefit of the entire world.
Lest one get too giddy, the prophet writes, Israel’s elevation from “one deeply despised, abhorred by the nations, the slave or rulers” (v. 7) to its new place as “light to the nations” is the work of “the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you” (v. 7).

Jesus: The Light of the World
This salvation that comes to the entire world is fulfilled by another servant, whom the Isaianic author will describe as the Suffering Servant, and whom we know as Jesus. The child whose birth we have just celebrated and whose baptism we noted only last Sunday, himself made this assertion: “Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.’” (John 8:12).
Yet, to say that Jesus is the Light of the World is a mere platitude unless Jesus is our light and salvation first. Unless we have seen the light, it doesn’t really matter whether the saving power of Jesus extends to the world, does it?
We Christians acknowledge Jesus as the Light of the World. We know that lighthouses keep watch 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year. A lighthouse light is never switched off. The light keeps rotating in its tower, and every few seconds it comes around again, and again. It’s a reminder that Jesus, as our lighthouse, as our light — not just the Light of the World — is casting his watchful and guiding light over us as we journey through life.
Perhaps this is why Ronny Hinson’s song referenced at the beginning resonates so much with us:
There’s a lighthouse on the hillside that overlooks life’s sea.
When I’m tossed it sends out a light that I might see.
And the light that shines in darkness now will safely lead me home,
If it wasn’t for the lighthouse, my ship would sail no more.
Chorus
And I thank God for the Lighthouse, I owe my life to him.
Jesus is the Lighthouse and from the rocks of sin,
He has shown the light around me, so that I might clearly see.
If it wasn’t for the Lighthouse, where would this ship be?
Everyone that lives around us, says tear that old lighthouse down,
The big ships don’t sail this way anymore, ain’t no use in it standing round.
But then my mind goes back to that stormy night, when just in time I saw the light,
With the light from that old lighthouse, that stands there on the hill.
David uses many metaphors to describe God’s reality in his life. He is a rock, a refuge, a defense, a strong habitation, a fortress, a shelter, a strong tower, a shield and a deliverer. For Ronny Hinson, the Lord is a lighthouse, and in this David can agree: “The Lord is my light …” As such, Jesus our Lord is a Saving Light, and perhaps one’s Guiding Light.

We, Too, Are the Light
While sailors need to see the light, Christians need to be the light. Jesus made this absolutely clear in his Sermon on the Mount: “You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hidden. No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:14-16).
The truth of these words has been enshrined in Christian catechisms and Sunday school rhymes such as this one:
This little light of mine, I’m going to let it shine.
This little light of mine, I’m going to let it shine.
Let it shine, let it shine, let it shine.
Ships seeking safe harbor look for signs of land. When a light is spotted on the horizon, there’s cause for excitement. Yes, a lighthouse is a warning that danger lies ahead, but it is also a beacon of hope, signaling the end of a long journey and guiding ships through safe channels. For this reason, many lighthouses are indeed perched near a port of safety.
So, how can we be beacons of hope for those seeking a port in the storm? 
Many things come to mind. The Hippocratic Oath certainly applies: “First, do no harm.” In other words, be helpful, not hurtful. The answer is easy for Christians: Imitate Christ in all interactions with others. Be positive and add light, not obfuscation, to situations. Be truthful. Be kind and patient. Point others to the light. Walk alongside the injured and hurting. Bear burdens when necessary.
Just be Jesus — that really covers it.
Some lighthouses have been retired and no longer serve as an official “aid to navigation.” Yet they still stand as a solitary reminder that we may be the only light that someone might see, the only book that someone might read, the only artwork someone might admire. It’s a sad thing when the light goes out, when we’ve become that person who does more harm than good.
Let’s not be people of darkness.
Let’s keep the light shining.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
GMA (Gospel Music Association). “The Lighthouse classic song takes on a new life with Ronny Hinson.”
gospelmusic.org, September 9, 2021. Retrieved June 22, 2022.
“Statue of Liberty lighthouse.” lighthousefriends.com. Retrieved June 22, 2022.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 40:1-11 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Patience Problem: Look at the psalm’s first three words. The first two are fine. But why is it important to wait patiently when one waits on the Lord? What’s the big deal? What difference does it make if you’re patient or impatient? Pepper your discussion with examples of waiting — impatiently. Find horror stories about waiting — in bank lines, grocery lines, post office lines, any government-office lines. Answer: Patient waiting expresses 1) utmost confidence in the outcome, 2) trust, 3) peace and 4) lack of fear (v. 3). Patience also allows you to be productive while you’re waiting. You read a book; you sing a song (v. 3). Use this text to explain why patience is a virtue.
What Does the Text Say?
Verse 1’s “waited patiently” is the Hebrew word qawah, which has the sense of eagerly awaiting or longing for; see Isaiah 40:31. The Lord lifted David up from the muck and put him on a firm footing. Verse 4 contrasts those whose confidence is in the Lord instead of in human beings. “Happy are those who” is more literally “happy/blessed is the strong man who,” although it often is exactly right for translations to use generic expressions (“human beings,” “mortals,” “those who”). When the Hebrew text uses a gender-specific word, it can be preferable to express that nuance, at least in a footnote.
Hebrews 10:5-10 cites and expands the meaning of 40:6-8. Verse 6 and other psalm-texts and prophetic passages balance and put into context biblical requirements for various offerings, including animal sacrifices (see Psalm 51:6, 10, 16-17; 1 Samuel 15:20-23; Isaiah 11–17; Jeremiah 6:19-20; Hosea 6:6; 2 Timothy 3:5). Divine Q-tips® clear out the ears of those who wish to listen to God (v. 6 literally says “you have excavated [my] ears”!), rather than just keeping observances. David delights to do God’s will, following God’s torah (law/instruction), written on David’s heart/inward parts (Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:26-27). David bears thankful witness within the congregation to God’s wondrous deeds, deliverance and steadfast love (vv. 5, 9-10). In the light of David’s iniquity/guilt and external threats against him (vv. 12-17), David asks God not to withhold his mercy/compassion (etymologically related to a word for “womb”) but to let God’s steadfast love (hésed) and faithfulness protect him always.

1 Corinthians 1:1-9 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Selfie of a Church. It’s still very early in the year. Many congregations are preparing for the most beloved of all congregational experiences, “The Annual Meeting.” This text is an opportunity to give a “state of the church” sermon in preparation for such a meeting which we could call “The Church Selfie.” This text offers a quick portrait of the Corinthian church. While we know that the church at Corinth had some serious issues going on, you wouldn’t know it from these nine verses. Notice the portrait Paul paints here of the church. Use his comments as a template for your discussion of your own congregation. The church at Corinth was “sanctified,” “called to be saints,” gifted in speech and knowledge “of every kind” and strong in the “testimony of Jesus Christ.” Paul wanted the church to be “strengthened” and “blameless.” He noted that the church served a God who is “faithful.” He said the church was “called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” These are good reminders early in the year of the biblical basis for the church selfie.
What Does the Text Say?
The use of the words grace and peace here are full of irony. Grace and peace were hardly characteristic of this church. First Corinthians provides ample evidence to combat the widely held romantic notion that the early church was pristine and pure in its faith and practice, and that the later church fell off the beam of Christian unity. Nothing is further from the truth; the church at Corinth was a mess. Reading verses 4-9 alone, one isn’t alerted to what will soon follow. These six verses are full of praise and support. However, each verse in this passage serves as an introduction to a later passage in the epistle. In verse 4, God is named twice, and Christ Jesus is identified as the means through which the grace of God is received. Verse 5 raises the issue of what it means to be rich in Christ. Verse 6 refers to the testimony of Christ to which the believers witness. Verse 7 concerns spiritual gifts. Verse 8 (“strengthen you to the end”) hints at the issues of morality, communal living and worshipful celebration. Verse 9, which closes the general introductory passage, is the bridge into the first of Paul’s topics: the division within the Corinthian church.

John 1:29-42 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
What Are You Looking For? Or, What Time Is It? Of the number of homiletical approaches to this text, we call out two for this Sunday. First, the sermon might spring from Jesus’ very penetrating question to the “two disciples,” one of whom was Andrew, and the other most likely John, the eyewitness and author of the gospel. The question Jesus poses is: “What are you looking for?” This is a powerful question to ask, especially at the beginning of a new year, and the preacher might offer some biblical rubrics to assist in answering it. The second sermonic approach could center on the curious notation, “It was about four o’clock in the afternoon.” Why is this even in the text? Who cares? The translation depends on whether the author is calculating time using the Roman or Jewish method. If Roman, the time was noted from midnight to noon and noon to midnight as we do today. The time then would have been 10 a.m. Most scholars seem to believe, however, that John is using the Jewish method of counting hours from daylight, and thus the “tenth hour” would be about four o’clock. But again, who cares? We should care. What time is it in our lives? Time to follow Jesus? Time to be a witness of the light? Time to get broken relationships healed? Time to make meaningful lifestyle changes? Time to recommit our lives to Jesus Christ?
What Does the Text Say?
This text serves two important aims: (1) to examine the role of John the Baptist, especially regarding his relationship to Jesus’ ministry (vv. 29-36); and (2), to illustrate anecdotally how individuals become “children of God” (i.e., receive Jesus and believe in his name, v. 12) via the response of the first disciples (vv. 37-42).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

“I Saw the Light” by Hank Williams
From Wikipedia: Williams was inspired to write the song in January 1947 while returning from a show in Fort Deposit, Alabama. His mother, Lilly, drove him and the band back to Montgomery that night. As she was approaching the city, she spotted the lights of Dannelly Field Airport. Williams, who slept inebriated in the backseat of the car, was roused by his mother, who told him “I just saw the light,” announcing to him that they were close to Montgomery. He wrote the first draft on January 26, 1947. … Williams’ biographer Colin Escott astutely observes, while the melody and even some of the lyrics bear a passing resemblance to the earlier Brumley tune, “‘I Saw the Light’ wasn’t just ‘He Set Me Free’ with new lyrics, though. It was the prayer of the backslider, who lives in hope of redemption.”
I wandered so aimless, life filled with sin,
I wouldn’t let my dear savior in,
Then Jesus came like a stranger in the night.
Praise the Lord, I saw the light.
[Chorus]
I saw the light, I saw the light,
No more darkness, no more night,
Now I’m so happy, no sorrow in sight.
Praise the Lord, I saw the light.
Just like a blind man, I wandered along,
Worries and fears I claimed for my own.
Then like the blind man that God gave back his sight.
Praise the Lord, I saw the light.

##

The Lighthouse of Alexandria, Egypt — sometimes called the Pharos, after the Greek name for the little island on which it stood — was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. Constructed by the Ptolemaic rulers of Egypt two centuries before the birth of Christ, it topped out at over 100 meters — which made it one of the tallest structures in the world.
The great Pharos stood sentinel for centuries, doing what lighthouses do: communicating to sailors the nearness of land. At the tower’s apex was a mirror, reflecting sunlight by day. Each night, a blazing fire guided mariners home.
The lighthouse was partially cracked and damaged over the centuries by a series of earthquakes, beginning in 796. A mighty tremor in 1323 finished it off for good. Most of the weakened structure toppled into Alexandria Harbor, where its massive blocks of granite and limestone remain submerged to this day. Egypt’s Ministry of State Antiquities plans to turn the site into an underwater museum.
There’s an alternative — and rather fanciful — story about the lighthouse’s collapse that comes from Arab sources. The Alexandrians’ rivals, the Byzantines, dispatched a secret agent, who adopted Islam so as to gain the Caliph’s confidence. He spun a tale of treasure buried at the foot of the tower. The Caliph — eager for financial gain — gave the man permission to dig, but what he was really doing was undermining the tower’s foundations. Soon after the Pharos collapsed, the agent made his escape in a ship that was waiting for him. The story is legend, but if true, it would not have been the first time greed undermined a source of true light.
—Based on material from “Lighthouse of Alexandria,” Wikipedia.org.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lighthouse_of_Alexandria.
Retrieved August 4, 2022.

##

In his people’s dark dungeon of exile, Isaiah lights a torch. As extraordinary as it sounds to those dispirited captives, Isaiah informs them who they really are. They are torchbearers. Their God is calling them to be “a light to the nations.”
But how can that be? Even after the Persian King Cyrus arises out of nowhere, bringing Babylon to its knees and sending the exiles home, they struggle to live into this call to be torchbearers. Their nation is literally in ruins. Who, among the great nations of the world, will pay them any mind?
Many centuries pass. An aged man who has spent his life waiting for messiah is standing in Jerusalem’s temple, cradling a baby in his arms. The man is Simeon. The child, of course, is Jesus. Simeon passes the torch, that day, to this 12-day-old child. He is to be “a light for revelation to the Gentiles” (Luke 2:32). The old man’s words echo Isaiah’s ancient prophecy.
Not so long after that, the boy Jesus and his parents have become exiles themselves, living in Egypt. Very likely, they’re dwelling in the cosmopolitan city of Alexandria, home to a thriving Jewish community.
As the sun sets each night over their city of refuge, Mary and Joseph look up and see a blazing beacon: the fire kindled atop the Pharos, that massive lighthouse looming over Alexandria’s harbor. Did they tell Jesus about Simeon’s prophecy?
Back in his native land, Jesus grows into maturity and gathers a band of disciples around him. He makes it clear he has no intention of bearing the torch alone. In his Sermon on the Mount, he passes the torch to them: “You are the light of the world … let your light shine before others” (Matthew 5:14-16).
The torch is now ours. What will we do with it?

##

I make no apologies for asking for financial support for the church. The Church has a just claim on your active, practical, and financial support if for no other reason than that your home is better, your community is better, your nation is better as a result of the existence of the Church. With all of its faults — and it certainly has them — the Church is man’s strongest ally in his struggle to discover life at its best.
Some of you will say that you support many charities and causes outside the church. I have nothing but highest of praise for these charities which are doing so much to alleviate human suffering. I support them strongly myself. But which requires primary support and is most deserving of it: the Church, which was the source of all charity and which will be the source of many more, or the individual charities themselves? We who are members of the church are the lighthouse of the world. We are responsible for one task above all others — to keep the light of the gospel burning. All else must be secondary; and no amount of spending or righteous philanthropy will excuse us from the faithful fulfillment of that task.
—Martin Luther King Jr., “The Things That Are God’s,” sermon delivered on October 27, 1957, at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, Montgomery, Alabama.
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/things-are-god-s-sermon-delivered-27-october-1957-dexter-avenue-baptist-church.
Retrieved August 4, 2022.

##

Through the trees in my backyard I can see the steeple of the Lighthouse Tabernacle Holiness Church, Inc. It’s a charming church with white columns and neatly manicured landscape. For as long as neighborhood residents can remember it has maintained a quiet presence on the street. … It can genuinely be said of the Lighthouse Tabernacle Holiness Church, Inc. that it does no harm to our community.
That is not to say that the church is community-friendly, however. It is just not community-UNfriendly. Some neighbors even remember that a few years back church members went door-to-door inviting community children to enroll in their summer vacation Bible school. But they haven’t done this for some time now. Like most of the churches in our neighborhood, Lighthouse Tabernacle Holiness Church, Inc. is a commuter church and neither pastor nor parishioners live in the area. Because they drive in from other places they have little vested interest in the neighborhood — except, of course, for their building, which they maintain beautifully.
In 1934 (the date on its cornerstone) the church was a vital part of the life of the neighborhood. It served as a moral compass, a significant spiritual strand in the fabric of the community. The pastor lived in a parsonage next door. …
But over time members moved to the suburbs and eventually the church was sold to another group. The new pastor owned a home in another part of the city and had no need for the parsonage. The new congregation was friendly enough but their busy lives were invested elsewhere. …
A watershed decision took place eight years ago in Atlanta when the largest, most powerful church in my denomination applied to the city for a permit to build yet another addition to their already huge facility. To everyone’s disbelief, they were turned down flat — something that had not happened before to a church in Atlanta. The premise had always been: what’s good for the church is good for the community. But not this time. Neighbors showed up en masse at public hearings to protest. Enough jammed streets. Enough blocked driveways. Enough police directed traffic on their residential streets. And the city listened. The substantial political and legal muscle that the church was able to summon was unable to reverse city council’s vote. From that landmark decision onward, churches in Atlanta have had great difficulty obtaining building permits without strong support from the “impacted” community. …
This new phenomenon of community resistance to churches is not so much the influence of “principalities and powers” subverting the work of God as it is the cry of a people whose churches are no longer part of the life of their communities.
—Robert Lupton, “Church and Community,” The Prism E-pistle, June 20, 2001 (Vol 3.12).

##

Changing the lightbulb at this lighthouse is certainly not for the faint-hearted.
Located six miles from shore, it is one of the most isolated lighthouses in the world. It’s named Thridarangar, which means “three rocks” in English, as it is perched atop the highest of three steep islands, with the cold Atlantic Ocean thrashing around below on all sides. 
The lighthouse, built in 1939, can be found west of the Vestmannaeyjar, or Westman Islands, off the coast of southern Iceland. …
Very little is actually known about how the isolated structure was built and the challenges it’s faced, or if it has always been accessed by the helicopter landing pad.
Since a photograph of the building went viral, the internet has been marveling at what has been dubbed a paradise for an introvert.
—Lucy Morris, “Would YOU change the bulb here? The isolated lighthouse perched on a tiny jagged rock in the Atlantic Ocean,” DailyMail.com, July 7, 2016.
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/travel/travel_news/article-3678585/Would-change-bulb-isolated-lighthouse-perched-tiny-jagged-rock-Atlantic-Ocean.html.
The photos and a video from the article of a risky helicopter landing at the Thridarangar lighthouse could be used as graphic illustrations. More photos may be found here:
https://www.mybestplace.com/en/article/thridarangar-lighthouse-the-most-isolated-places-in-the-world.
Retrieved August 4, 2022.

##

In her poem, “White Owl Flies Into and Out of the Field,” the poet Mary Oliver describes a magnificent snowy owl, descending out of the sky “like an angel, or a buddha with wings … beautiful and accurate.”
For her, the owl’s flight inspires a meditation on life, and the sacred light that guides us through it. An excerpt:
… and then it rose, gracefully,
and flew back to the frozen marshes,
to lurk there, 
like a little lighthouse,
in the blue shadows —
so I thought:
maybe death 
isn’t darkness, after all,
but so much light 
wrapping itself around us —
as soft as feathers —
that we are instantly weary 
of looking, and looking, and shut our eyes, 
not without amazement,
and let ourselves be carried,
as through the translucence of mica,
to the river 
that is without the least dapple or shadow —
that is nothing but light — scalding, aortal light —
in which we are washed and washed
out of our bones.
—Mary Oliver, House of Light (Beacon Press, 1990), 79.
The full text of the poem may be found here: www.poemsthatilove.com/2010/09/white-owl-flies-into-and-out-of-field.html.
Retrieved August 5, 2022.

COMMENTARY 
Isaiah 49:1-7
Today’s reading, Isaiah 49:1-7, is one of the so-called “(Suffering) Servant Songs” in the book of Isaiah. The others are Isaiah 41:1-2; 50:4-9; and 52:13–53:12. Isaiah 61:1-3 is regarded by some scholars as a fifth servant song, although the word “servant” does not appear in that passage. The unifying element in these passages, first isolated by Bernhard Duhm in his 1892 commentary on Isaiah, is a description of the Lord’s servant, who sometimes suffers greatly as a result of that divine calling, but whose suffering proves redemptive in bringing not only Israel but other nations to a saving knowledge of the Lord. Today’s passage describes the servant’s mission.
Even though this passage is dated by most scholars to be from the time of the Babylonian Exile (587-539 B.C.), its style is classical Hebrew poetry. The lines are arranged in poetic parallelism:
“Listen to me [A], O coastlands [B],
pay attention [A´], you peoples from far away [B´]!”
and so on throughout the rest of the song. The style is characteristic of so-called Second Isaiah, the anonymous author of chapters 40-55 of the canonical book.
Not only is poetic parallelism a characteristic of this section of Isaiah, but the theme of a universal perspective, stated in the opening words of this chapter, is another of the most conspicuous characteristics of this anonymous exilic author. The exaltation of downtrodden Israel is for the purpose of drawing all the nations of the world, and not just Israel, to the Lord.
The identity of the servant — the “me” and “I” of this passage (and the other servant songs) — has been debated since at least the rabbinic period. The broadest stream of thought, both Jewish and Christian, has seen the servant as Israel. Various individuals proposed as the servant have included the prophet Isaiah himself, Jeremiah, Zerubbabel, Jehoiachin, Moses, Cyrus the Great, and the eschatological Messiah. Most scholars understand the servant in this song to be Israel, based on the identification in verse 3, “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified.” This interpretation is not without its problems, however, as the mission of the servant is explicitly stated (v. 5) “to bring Jacob back … that Israel might be gathered. …” Israel bringing Israel back seems a difficult interpretation. It has been proposed that the Israel of verse 3 is different from the Israel of verse 5, the former being righteous Israel, the latter being unregenerate Israel. This understanding has the advantage of being consistent with a prominent theme in the book of Isaiah, namely, the idea of the righteous remnant — that part of Israel that will survive not only the predations of foreign powers (e.g., the Assyrians) and the conditions of exile (by the Babylonians), but also Israel’s own apostasy (see, e.g., Isaiah 10:21; 11:16; 28:5; 37:32; etc.).
The idea of a pre-natal prophetic call is found not only in this passage, but also in Jeremiah (“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you,” 1:5) and in the NT (e.g., Galatians 1:15-16, where Paul defends the divine origins of his understanding of the gospel by saying, “But when God, who had set me apart before I was born and called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me … I did not confer with any human being …”). Although individuals are called by God for divine service (e.g., Abraham, Genesis 12:1-3; Moses, Exodus 3; Samuel, 1 Samuel 3:1-18), their call is inextricably linked to their membership in a divinely called people. The idea of the divine election of Israel pervades the OT, and it was the people of Israel as a whole who were understood to have a divine mission. The transference of that idea to an individual, called forth from a corrupted Israel, is much less common until the very latest stages of the OT. The language of today’s prophetic oracle appears to be deliberately ambiguous on this point.
The preparation for the servant’s mission (v. 2) emphasizes the efficacy of the divine word that the prophet will speak. The images of the “sharp sword” (echoed in Hebrews 4:12) and “polished arrow” convey not violence, but rather discernment, penetration, and the moral judgment to distinguish the path of faith and life from the path that leads to destruction for the individual and the nation (any nation, not just Israel). The canonical shape of the book of Isaiah makes it clear that these divergent paths should not be thought of as the path of critical engagement in the geopolitical events of the day versus the path of pietistic withdrawal from worldly concerns. Isaiah of Jerusalem was fully engaged in the fraught events at court as King Ahaz and his advisers sought to navigate the treacherous waters of the Assyrian menace, and such passages as today’s reading must be read in the light of the earlier chapters of the book.
The prophet demurs from his call (v. 4), expressing despair over his ineffectual mission to this point. The author is voicing what must have been common objections by many Israelites in exile, who felt that Israel’s mission and travails had both come to an ignominious end at the hands of the Babylonians. How could a defeated, destroyed, exiled and scattered people possibly fulfill a divine mandate? The question was pressing during the period in which this oracle was uttered.
The divinely given answer was to recall Israel’s mission even before Israel existed (“before I was born”), in the call to Abraham to be the agent by which “all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3). Simply restoring themselves was too light a mission for a divinely called people; Israel would be restored “as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (v. 6). Although Second Isaiah is often credited with a peculiar theological “universalism,” it should be noted that Isaiah’s perspective was in fact a recrudescence of the core of Israel’s belief in its election: Israel was chosen for the benefit of the entire world.
The oracle concludes by repeating explicitly the idea that Israel’s exaltation from “one deeply despised, abhorred by the nations, the slave or rulers” (v. 7) to its radiant status of light to the nations is not Israel’s doing, but rather is the work of “the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.” Again, the prophet is echoing an idea that saturates the OT, namely, that it was never Israel’s faithfulness, but rather the Lord’s faithfulness, that allowed Israel to fulfill, even in part, its mission (“because of the Lord, who is faithful,” v. 7).

CHILDREN’S SERMON Isaiah 49:1-7
Have the lights turned off in your worship space, and then turn on a bright flashlight and shine it around the room. Ask the children to describe what the flashlight helps them to see. Invite them to tell you what the flashlight could do for them if they were trying to find their way through a dark building. It would prevent them from bumping into things and help them find their way. Tell them that God has sent Jesus to be a kind of flashlight for us, and God says through the prophet Isaiah, “I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (v. 6). Point to your flashlight and say that God’s light in Jesus is meant to help other people, and to spread the news of his salvation around the world. Stress that the light of God always goes straight out, to help people find their way and keep from getting hurt. Turn off the light and ask the children to name some of the things that happen without a flashlight, and without God’s light. Turn the light back on and say that each of us can carry some of God’s light with us by telling the story of Jesus and showing love to people around us.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
One: Come, all you weary and hurting;
All: Here, find rest for your souls.
One: Here, enter into the grace of forgiveness;
All: Here, taste the living water of renewal.
One: Come from busy weeks and anxious worry;
All: Find here stillness, like being led to green pastures;
One: Songs that lift you to the heavens,
All: Prayers that ease the wrinkles from your soul.
One: Come and worship, for God is our Maker, our Defender and Guide.

Prayers — Epiphany 
Darkness descends earlier. Winds rattle naked trees.
Winter landscapes push us to the hearth,
to the warmth of a blazing fire,
to the depths of a thoughtful heart.
There in the interior, in the midst of shadows and worries,
You have placed your Word like a lamp,
Your Spirit like a bright star,
Your truth like a crescent moon.
Every darkness is punctured by light.
Every light carries shafts of eternal Light.
God of the day and the night, God of winter darkness,
We praise you for your Epiphany lights.
Amen.

Benedictions — Epiphany
Go forth now, continuing to seek God’s light, reflecting it to all who walk in darkness. Tell others of God’s light in Christ, inviting them to search with you. With your eyes of faith, search for God’s work where others see failure; envision hope in places of despair.
As you walk through shadows, may they be brightened by God’s presence. As you search for God’s star, may you find Christ anew. As you look up and down, around and within, may the light of the Holy Spirit bathe you and your world in God’s love.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Christ Is the World’s Light
God, Whose Almighty Word
Once to Every Man and Nation
Worship and Praise* 
My Lighthouse (Rend Collective)
Tremble (Mosaic MSC)
God of This City (Tomlin)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Second Sunday After Epiphany, Cycle A
Isaiah 49:1-7
Psalm 40:1-11
1 Corinthians 1:1-9
John 1:29-42
