
“Turn on the Light” 
February 5, 2017 

Scripture: Isaiah 58:1-12; Matthew 5:13-20 
 
 

Considering these scripture readings and the current political climate, you might think 
this sermon would practically write itself. It seems like there should be endless parallels to make 
between our situation today and the ancient Israel of Isaiah. Part of me just wants to have you 
hear the words of the prophet and tell you, “Now, go and do likewise!...Amen!” But as gratifying 
as that might be to many of you, I just don’t think it’s enough. 
 

I’m a context person. I like to try and get behind the words and take a peek at the world 
that gave them birth. Because no matter how relevant they sound to us today, the writer of Isaiah, 
and Matthew for that matter, really didn’t have us in mind. They had their own problems to deal 
with.  
 

For Isaiah, or more likely a group of people who identified with him, society had grown 
complacent in its religious practice. They had lost any real purpose behind their actions. They 
were just going through the motions when called upon and considering that righteous. A 
yawning chasm had developed between piety and justice. Listen to this weird disconnection: 
“They seek me day after day, desiring knowledge of my ways…wanting to be close to God.” 
Now that sounds proper. It sounds exactly like what every minister I know wants to hear. Don’t 
we want people clamoring to get into worship? Crowding the doors like they do at a rock concert 
or THE SUPERBOWL? What’s to complain about? Why is God harping on them? 
 

Of course we all know why, we just heard it. But I want to point out: I don’t think these 
people are hypocrites. I don’t think they’re being cynical or even just giving lip service to 
something they don’t really believe. I think they truly believe what they’re doing is right and 
important and beneficial. What I think they are is blind. They are simply in the dark. 
 

And do you notice it’s not just the leaders who are being addressed? Everyone is caught 
up in this sort of mass blindness. What they cannot see is God doesn’t care about God. God 
doesn’t need their devotion. That relationship between themselves and God they think they’re 
tending so carefully, making sure they stand in the right places and say the right things, that just 
doesn’t mean very much to God. The point of all that discipline, all that painstaking piety, is to 
shape how they behave toward one another. 
 

You know, centuries later Paul will say the same thing in his letter to the Corinthians: “If 
I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a 
clanging cymbal….If I have all faith so as to remove mountains but do not have love, I am 
nothing.” Or in the words of someone known as James who wrote some time after Paul: “What 
good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works?...just as the 
body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead.”  
 

This is what Isaiah is trying to convey. Our desire to be close to God, to know God’s 



ways is pointless if we fail to see that God’s ways always put us in the path of the other in need. 
Until we become aware of that we’ll always be sleepwalking; we’ll always be in the dark.  
 

But why is that? What’s the connection between drawing close to God and caring for 
those in need? I think there are a couple of answers to that, one from Jewish tradition and one 
from Christian tradition. In Jewish tradition, the tradition of Isaiah, God’s ultimate act of 
commitment to Israel, their liberation from slavery, doesn’t occur as a reward for Israel’s 
behavior. If you read the story of Exodus you’ll discover that the people in slavery have pretty 
much lost all awareness of God. So when Moses encounters God in the bush he has no idea who 
God is. But God doesn’t tell him the people have been good or that God has an obligation to 
them; God says, “I have heard their cries and I know their pain.” God enters their suffering, steps 
into their condition in order to lead them out.  
 

Well, in a sense this is what Isaiah is calling the people around him to do. “Share your 
bread with the hungry; bring the homeless poor into your house; cover the naked when you see 
them; and don’t hide from your family.” They must enter the condition of the poor around them 
and make it their own, become a part of the family of the poor, so that…what?...so that their light 
will break out like the dawn, and they will wake up and be healed. They’ll call and the Lord will 
answer, ‘Here I am!’ That is, once they enter the suffering of those around them, they’ll discover 
God’s presence within them. The light will be on. 
 

Our own tradition says something similar. We believe that God enters the life of the 
world through Christ. God takes on our condition physically. But then Jesus says something 
curious to his followers. He tells them, “You are the salt of the earth…you are the light of the 
world.” In other words, whatever his life is meant to communicate about God’s presence can be 
conveyed through us as well. Just as God enters our condition through Jesus, so we enter the 
world’s condition to discover God’s presence within us and be healed. 
 

And as far as I’m concerned that’s what’s really at stake in the current refugee 
controversy. Receiving refugees is a way of entering their condition. We walk alongside them 
and offer support and care. When we do that we reveal the presence of God in their 
circumstances, but more than that, we turn on the light and awaken to that presence within 
ourselves. This is why we must insist on welcoming refugees. We do it for their sake, certainly, 
but even more we do it for ours. Unless we enter their condition, the condition of all those who 
hunger and thirst, who long for home, we douse the light of our own spirits and remain asleep 
and in the dark. 
 

Now, I could be wrong. Maybe I’m completely misinterpreting Isaiah and Jesus. But it 
seems to me, when it comes to God, compassion is always preferred over fear. So, “Go and do 
likewise!” 
 

Amen 
 

 


