
January 15, 2017                                                    Second Sunday after Epiphany

Isaiah 49: 1-7                                      “Suffering Servant”           by Vicar Albert Romkema

Introduction

Today is the second Sunday after Epiphany, a word which means “manifestation” – that is, Christ revealing

himself to the world, as he did to the Magi at his birth. 

This eight week section of the lectionary is a period we appropriately call time after epiphany. It is a time

when we return to the basics of our Christian faith – basics, but not unimportant. Actually, these eight weeks

contain many of the foundational texts and teachings of the bible, like the beatitudes, for instance. 

Throughout these eight weeks we will be directed again and again to God revealing himself in our lives, and

the centrality of Christ, his life, and his teaching.  

I think it is important to remember too that for us, the word and sacraments of our church are the great

epiphany of God’s grace and mercy. God reveals himself to us in word and sacrament, something we

experience and celebrate each Sunday. 

Anne and I went to visit an exhibition called Mystical Landscapes at the Art Gallery of Ontario during

the week between Christmas and New Year’s. In it, the art gallery assembled a large group of paintings

by 37 artists from 14 countries (including Emily Carr, Paul Gauguin, Vincent van Gogh, Claude Monet,

and Lauren Harris), whose focus was on the intersection of natural beauty and the sacred presence of

God. The exhibition hinted at Epiphany, manifestation, God revealing himself to us in the world.

A particular work by Emily Carr captured my imagination. There was a mountain scene in the

background, undulating valleys, and tall trees under the backdrop of a swirling, energized sky. The sky,

in particular, demanded the attention of the viewer; so full of energy and vitality, as if it actually

portrayed the embracing presence of the Holy Spirit in brush strokes of swirling presence and textured

movement. If any of you are familiar with the work of Emily Carr then you will know what I mean. 

The painters in this exhibition were attempting to express, through their paintings, their experience of

the sacred in nature. But we all have these experiences; and in our own ways, each of us tries to

express this experience. Few of us can paint as these masters did but each of us responds to the

presence of God in our own way. Some of us write, some garden, some build, some sing, some dance,

some clean house, and some organize tools in the tool shed. 

God is revealing himself to us in our lives at all times, Epiphany is an ongoing experience, and within

each of us is a yearning to respond. This exhibition points to that yearning.

Body of the Text 

I decided this past week to preach the sermon today on the Older Testament text from Isaiah. It is one of four

pieces of Isaiah that we call servant songs. They are actually four poems written about a certain “servant of

God” whom God calls to lead the nations. Last Sunday we read the first servant song and today the second.
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Israel conquered by the Babylonians

Picture first the context in which these songs of Isaiah were written. God’s people had been defeated by the

Babylonians in 586 BC; their temple was destroyed and they were taken away in chains to Babylon, alienated

from their land and their God. This exile was a crisis of identity and faith. You can imagine what this must have

felt like for them – they went from being God’s chosen people, worshipping in the temple where God actually

lived (and living in freedom), to being conquered and held captive for 70 years by a foreign power, with no

temple to worship in and no sign of their God. 

The theologian Walter Brueggemann likens the effect the destruction of the temple had on the Israelites in

the OT to the effect the crucifixion of Jesus had on his followers in the NT. It would have been an earth-

shattering experience for them and their faith would have been shaken to the core…and it is mentioned in 11

books of the bible (10 OT and in Matthew as well). 

And it is a time in Israel’s history worthy of serious reflection for us too, as it serves as a reminder of the deep

struggles we are all called to endure in life, and of the possibilities that are made available, even in these

struggles, through God’s unbroken love and commitment to the world; and the integrity of grace that we are

called to rely on. Our narrative always comes back to the grace of God. It is all about grace.

Servant songs

It is this crisis, Israel’s captivity by the Babylonians, into which Isaiah speaks the powerful words of hope found

in these four servant songs. Last week in the first of the servant songs; we learned how Israel’s God would

send a servant who would, “faithfully bring forth justice” without breaking a “bruised reed” or quenching “a

dimly burning wick” (Isaiah 42:3) – that would be Israel. 

God was promising to deliver his struggling people, the bruised reed – to restore the temple and the nation.

The disorientation of Israel’s exile would be replaced by a re-orientation and a transformation of God’s

relationship with his people; and would pave the way for the incarnation of Christ coming into the world for all

people.

This text reminds me of the necessary passages of our own spiritual lives – where the relative order of

our younger years, like Israel’s relative peace before the Babylonians came into the picture, is replaced

by the disorder of personal struggle. This is something we all go through in one form or another – the

pain which accompanies the illusion of independence, for instance, or illness, or divorce, or some other

form of separation. 

This is something Martin Luther called the “strange and alien work of God”; that the disorder of our

lives is actually an essential aspect of our renewal. The mystic Julian of Norwich expanded on this –

connecting all aspects of our lives to grace, “First the fall, then recovery from the fall,” she said, “and

both are the mercy of God." 

Luther and Julian’s visions help us understand that it is in falling down that we learn almost everything

we need to know spiritually.

As songwriter Carrie Newcomer reminds us: “The things that have saved us are still here to save us”.

God never leaves us and is always creating avenues of healing, even from the embers of despair.
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And so, this period of disorder too is eventually replaced by an invitation to a reordering of our

deepest selves (as it did for Israel when they were allowed to return to their homeland); and a new

understanding of the sacredness of life, of our interdependence, and ultimately of the love and mercy

of God. You could say this is the wisdom that many learn later in life, hard fought and authentic…and a

gift from the Holy Spirit. 

Called before we were born

In the first portion of today’s text this servant is announced with such beautiful words:

The Lord called me before I was born; while I was in my mother’s womb he named me.

The servant is not just formed but also called while still in the womb, hidden and invisible. And God hides the

servant “in the shadow of his hand” it says in verse 2. “You are my servant,” says God, “In whom I will be

glorified.”

This echoes our own call to become the people God calls us to be – both personally, through our lives

of devotion and service, and communally, as a church, and part of the community of Stratford, the

Eastern Synod, and the ELCIC. 

We are invited to live out the gifts we have been given as people called to the life of Christ before we

were born – to say “yes” to this one wild and precious life that we have been given. It really is a

beautiful image:

The Lord called me before I was born; while I was in my mother’s womb he named me.

I wonder, what is the name you hear God calling you to become in your life? How are you living into that

name? (pause)

Only the mystery of God can tell us who we are in Christ. Listening for the inner voice of God is something we

can attune our lives to: from silence, from prayer - listen for a voice that sounds like the voice of trust, of

surrender, of soul, of common sense, of purpose, of love, of an intimate stranger, and of our inmost selves.

The true faith journey begins at this point, in our attuning our ear to the work of the Holy Spirit.

Labouring in vain

In the next portion of the song, however, we hear of the servant’s failure to live up to this calling, a story of

wasted time and spinning wheels. “I have labored in vain,” the servant admits, “and have spent my strength

for nothing and vanity” (verse 4). 

I think for many of us we can relate to these words. None of us gets it right all the time; in fact, we get it

wrong often, and we are left wounded in the very process of living. This text however, reminds us, as it did

Israel, that God’s love and mercy is steadfast even during times of trial and failure, “the Holy One of Israel, has

chosen you”, we hear God say in verse 7. 

That Christ is revealed to us, that God responds to us, in the disappointments of our lives, as well as

the celebrations, is to become identified as precious even from within these impasses. Our union with
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God that we seek lies hidden in the ordinariness of our lives, successes and failures, joys and sorrows,

day by day God is always present. The magnificence of the biblical revelation, of epiphany, is that God

comes to us through “the actual,” the here and now, or quite simply what is. Our experiences of

ordinary life will transform us when we are willing to experience them fully.

We are born, we live, we laugh, we experience pain, we work, we play, we love, and then we die…and God is

present in all of it, all of it. “I will be your God, and you shall be my people,” says our God. This is covenant,

regardless of circumstance.

Message for us

This passage then moves from the very particular and powerful deliverance of Israel to an even larger mission

of the coming Christ. In an astonishing phrase, God says that this restoration of Israel is “too light a thing”

(verse 6) in and of itself. Just as exile wasn’t the end of the story for Israel, neither is restoration. 

God charges his servant to be “a light to the nations; that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth”

(verse 6). This is the inclusive, gathering, embracing salvation message of Christ. It is a message for all people;

for us. The restoration of Israel is “too light a thing” – the message of salvation is ever expanding and

including. 

We are currently studying the book of Jonah in our Thursday afternoon bible study and there too we are

seeing how radically inclusive God’s message is. Surely this is a song that Isaiah sings into each of our lives as

well. We are invited and challenged to be involved in spreading this message with our attitudes and activities

with others; and then to realize that all of our work, no matter how local, has the good of the larger

community as its aim. Therefore, our work should rightly suggest a deliberate, thoughtful, and prayerful care

for our own lives and for those we encounter outside the walls of this church; but also for the land we live on

and seas we cross – the world and its people, we are not as separated as we at times imagine. It is a radical

message because it involves caring for the weak, the sick, those in the fringes, and those on the edges first –

not the way society often suggests we act.

Conclusion

At the same time, passages such as this one in Isaiah remind us that even when we inevitably falter, and fail to

live up to God’s call for our lives, God remains with us, steadfast in love, enduring in mercy. We are never left

alone by God. God is continually revealing himself to us in the world around us (as the AGO exhibition

attempts to illustrate), and through our activities with each other…epiphany.

God does not expect perfection; and God’s mission is always broader and wider than the ones that we can

imagine. The so-called endings in our lives are actually invitations to new beginnings, each a new horizon of

possibility…and not for ourselves alone, but for the world God loves. Truly, being with God begins with trust.

Restoration of individuals, or churches, or even of an entire people (like the exiled people of Israel in the 6th

century), is never only about that. God’s healing work moves outward, always expanding, “that,” God says,

“my salvation may reach the end of the earth” (verse 6).    Amen
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