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Epiphany V

February 6, 2011
St. John’s Episcopal Church

Staten Island, New York 

Every so often in the life of a preacher the Biblical texts appointed for a particular Sunday and world events come together with such obvious synchronicity that he, or she, feels tempted to defer to Karl Barth, one of the great twentieth century theologians, who is credited with saying that we should read the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other – though I have no doubt that if Professor Barth were alive today he would have updated his sources for news to include the internet, and social media outlets such as Facebook and Twitter.  Today is a day when this preacher is tempted to take Professor Barth’s advice literally and tell each of you take the New York Times and today’s Service Leaflet and put them side by side and read them through, and then meditate on what God is saying, not through the various journalists of the New York Times, but through the lives of the men and women in Tunisia, Cairo, Alexandria, Sinai, and, as of yesterday, Belgrade, Serbia, who have said it is past time to loose the bonds of injustice, it is past time to undo the thongs of the yoke, it is past time to let the oppressed go free, to share bread with the hungry and to cover the naked.  

The protests in Egypt, and most especially Liberation Square in Cairo, as well as those earlier protests in Tunisia, and yesterday’s protests in Belgrade, graphically remind us of the common aspiration carried within every human heart to experience the full dignity of the humanity granted to us by our Creator.  A little over two weeks ago, as you know, I was in Cairo and Sinai, not imagining that the streets I walked on would, in a matter of days, be filled with hundreds of thousands of  men and women seeking a new way of living in such an ancient land.  This was not my first trip to Egypt, but given the unfolding events sweeping the country, and the region, it may well end up being my most memorable—not because of the familiar antiquities of the National Museum in Cairo, or the Pyramids of Giza, or even my nighttime descend from the top of Mt. Sinai under a blaze of stars and galaxies whose names I’ll never take the time to learn, but because of the aspirations of ordinary people, because of the dignity of men and women who desire little more than the security of food, of home, of a family safe from intimidation and threat—because these men and women came to a point individually and as a society and said, Enough!  It is past time to live as our Creator has created us to live—with dignity, with mutual respect, and with justice tempered with mercy.

When the Prophet Isaiah spoke the startling words we heard read today, he too lived in a time of oppression, of fear, and of the threat of violence, not only from foreign governments but from the religious and political establishment of his own county Judah – a threat that came to pass as King Manasseh arrested and imprisoned Isaiah, eventually executing him by sawing him in half.  Isaiah witnessed and experienced first hand what oppressed people the world over and from time immemorial have witnessed and experienced.  He knew in his life and by his death that religious and political tyranny was alive and operating in the world; but he also knew that in God there was another way to live—another way to build a society and live in peace and harmony with one another.  Through the poetry of his words, and in the original Hebrew these words have far more to do with poetry than with prose, which is why the text in our Leaflet is set off differently than the text from the Epistle or the Gospel, Isaiah was drawing an unmistakable contrast between the empty religiosity of meaningless religious observance with the authenticity of a faith that truly yearns for the Kingdom of God here on earth.  Isaiah’s rebuke to the political and religious leaders of his day is clear and it is powerful.  Listen to his words once more:  “Why do you fast, but you do not see?  Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day, and oppress all your workers.  Look, you fast only to quarrel and to fight and to strike with a wicked fist.  Such fasting as you do today will not make your voice heard on high.”

Yet such a stinging rebuke was not all that Isaiah had to say.  He also offered to his King, to the religious leaders of his day, and to the people who suffered under a yoke of oppression another way; the way of God, the way of love of neighbor, the way of healing, and peace, and dare I say it in the midst of a worldwide economic recession, even prosperity.  I can say it no better than Isaiah said it, so let me quote once more the words we heard read earlier:  “Is this not the fast the Lord chooses:  to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?  Is it not to share bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin?  If you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, if you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be like the noonday.  The Lord will guide you continually, and satisfy your needs in parched places and make your bones strong; and you shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water, whose water never fails.”

This is what Isaiah promised.  But more importantly, this is what God promises.  The same promises our Lord gave in the Sermon on the Mount, which we began last week with the Beatitudes and continues today with the exhortation that we are the salt of the earth and the light of the world, a city build on a hill that cannot be hidden.  And if you don’t believe that ordinary, everyday people can be the salt of the earth or the light of the world then you haven’t been paying attention to the news, you have not borne witness to the tens and hundreds of thousands of everyday, ordinary people who have been peacefully demonstrating in Liberation Square in Cairo and before the Parliament building in Belgrade—ordinary people who have said it is long past time to loose the bonds of injustice, it is long past time to undo the thongs of the yoke, it is long past time to let the oppressed go free, to share bread with the hungry and to cover the naked.  Our Lord said in the Beatitudes that these same hungry, naked, oppressed people were blessed, not because they were oppressed, not because they were hungry or thirsty, or poor in spirit, or mourned, but because theirs is the Kingdom of God – for they are the salt of the earth and the light of the world, and so are you.

When the multitudes gathered on a hillside in Galilee to hear the words of an itinerate rabbi name Jesus who came from a backwater village called Nazareth, they were not the elite of society, they were not the scholars of their day (at least, not for the most part).  They were ordinary, everyday people who had come to hear whether or not there could be a different way to live in this world, for the way they were living was crushing the life out of them, slowly and inexorably with each indignity, with each injustice, with each inequity.  St. Matthew tells us these people came from Syria, from Jordan, from Galilee, from Jerusalem, and from Judea—from the very places that two thousand years later still make headlines and causes the world to hold its collective breath when regimes crumble and new leaders emerge—whether democratic or autocratic, whether statesman or tyrant.  The multitudes that gathered on the hillside are just like the multitudes that gather in Liberation Square, that gathered in Tunisia, that gathered in Belgrade, and, in our own country, that gathered on the National Mall to hear the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., that marched to Selma, that stood arm and arm, side by side with complete strangers to say we are the Salt of the Earth and the Light of the World— to say at long last it is long past time to loose the bonds of injustice, at long last it is long past time to undo the thongs of the yoke, at long last it is long past time to let the oppressed go free, to share bread with the hungry and to cover the naked.  And it will happen, “For truly I tell you,” says our Lord, “until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from God’s word until all is accomplished.”

You are the salt of the earth.  You are the light of the world.  Pray that you never loose your savor.  Pray that your light never be hidden.  Pray that your fasts, that your religious observances, that your life as a Christian may be worthy of the calling you have received and the Kingdom of God you have been promised.  Pray the you will indeed live as the salt of the earth and the light of the world.
