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People who walked in darkness 
St. John’s Church, NF 

Jan. 26, 2014 Epiphany 3A 
 

In the Isaiah passage this morning, we hear a familiar verse: 

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who  

lived in a land of deep darkness on them has light shined.” The darkness 

spoken of here is invasion by the Assyrians; the context of this well known 

passage is political oppression. Light represents hope, a vision of liberation 

from oppression and subsequent renewal. “As chapter nine opens, the 

prophet is saying: this gloom will not last forever! The picture of total gloom 

gives way to a picture of brilliant light. Things would be bad, in the aftermath 

of this [current] crisis -- BUT, THEY WOULDN'T BE BAD FOREVER!!   There is 

still reason for hope in the future. God's plan would be carried out!” In the 

midst of darkness, Israel tried to hold on to that vision of hope, that light, as 

do many today, whether an individual going through a dark night of the soul, 

or a group or indeed a whole society, struggling through the darkness of 

oppression, tyranny, natural disaster, fear or hunger—Syria currently is 

suffering such oppression.  

 Now in Matthew’s gospel, this passage, this hope, from the book of 

Isaiah is applied to Jesus. Jesus becomes the light that shines in the darkness, 

the light of the world. Matthew quotes the verse from Isaiah in part to 
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suggest that Jesus is the fulfillment of OT prophecy. But there is another, 

more subtle reason: “Matthew quotes this text from Isaiah, not so much to 

describe the importance of the birth of Jesus, but to announce the 

significance of the beginning, the primary location, and the major theme of 

his public ministry. Light begins to dawn, now that Jesus has headed directly 

into "Galilee of the Gentiles," the region controlled by the tetrarch Herod who 

had just arrested John the Baptizer.” The verse in the gospel reads: 

“Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to  

Galilee.” The translated word “withdrew” is misleading, suggesting a retreat, 

skulking away from danger, hiding from Herod. Not so: Galilee is the region 

where Herod was the tyrannical ruler. John the Baptist lived and worked 

mainly in Judea. When John criticized Herod, Herod exceeded his authority 

and jurisdiction by sending troops into Judea to arrest John, bring him back 

to prison in Galilee and there Herod had him executed. When Jesus “withdrew 

to Galilee,” he did not retreat; he walked right into the lion’s den, into that 

region of darkness, and there he declared “the kingdom of God has come 

near.” 

 The people of that region were oppressed, as were their forebears, and 

they needed to hear Jesus’ words of hope, needed to see light shining in their 

darkness. Jesus as the light teaches and preaches, heals, and models a new 
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way, so he can say to people: “Come, follow me.” Do as I do. Live as I live. 

Not like your oppressors. His presence in Galilee, at the start of his ministry, 

is openly confronting oppression. The first century of the common era was a 

brutal time, with little care and concern for the mass of people; there was no 

government sponsored social safety net, there were no charitable 

organizations like Community Care. In this terror filled social and political 

context, love and care of one’s neighbour was revolutionary, even radical, 

true light that enlightens everyone coming into the world. The way the early 

Christian community lived, caring for each other, drew people to this Jesus 

movement, and caused it to grow. 

 You know, churchgoers and church alumni alike, often tell me a horror 

story about a Christian congregation fighting among themselves, criticizing 

one another, to the point of bullying. I have heard already such comments 

about this parish. Anger within the church and at the church: doesn’t take 

Sigmund Freud to analyze the source of anger is usually elsewhere, deep 

within the person expressing the anger angrily, projecting it onto others, on 

to an issue or situation. When I hear of such an incident, the teller often ends 

with a statement such as, “That’s not Christian” or “That’s not Christianity.” 

Anger and infighting are certainly not desirable, not loving and caring as 
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expected and even mandated by our Lord, but, unfortunately, such behaviour 

is part of church history.  

 The early Christian community wasn’t without problems and conflicts; 

Paul’s letters addressed issues specific to each church he wrote to. The 

Corinth congregation of new believers had enthusiasm and participation, but 

little discipline, and their chief problem involved divisions, personality cults, 

and cliques surrounding various leaders: “For it has been reported to me [Paul 

writes] . . . that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters . . . 

each of you says, "I belong to Paul," or "I belong to Apollos," or "I belong to 

Cephas," or "I belong to Christ." If we paraphrased Paul’s statement and 

applied it to St. John’s today, would it read: “I am of Lynn, I am of Duncan, I 

am of Wayne, I am of Catherine”? “Is Christ divided?” Paul asks. We are all of 

God; we are all of Jesus. Paul’s answer to division in the church community is 

“brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, . . . 

all of you be in agreement and be united in the same mind and the same pur-

pose.” Paul evokes the cross of Jesus, baptism by water and the spirit in his 

name. Recall how we renewed our baptismal vows just a couple of Sundays 

ago, promising to be light against the forces of darkness. Jesus is the light in 

the midst of our darkness and the darkness has never put it out. Sometimes 

we lose that focus.  
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 Walter Brueggemann comments on today’s lessons: “When "the light" 

is acknowledged in the church, there is no need for contentious quarreling. 

Paul addressed the Corinthian church in deep dispute. Those addressed are 

invited to gather around the cross that summons beyond petty self-regard to 

be ‘in agreement’ and ‘united in the same mind’. Only those frightened in the 

darkness use their energy to quarrel.” 

 “Only those frightened in the darkness use their energy to quarrel.” 

Church unity doesn’t mean sameness or agreement; there is room for 

differing approaches and interpretations. Is unity the entire absence of all 

conflict? No. Conflict is a sign of health. We cannot grow and we cannot 

engage in God's mission without both encountering and--to some degree--

stimulating conflict. What makes for unity isn't the absence of conflict. It is 

the presence of the love and power of the Spirit revealed in the message of 

the cross, the compassion of God at work in the lives of God’s people. We are 

to follow the way of Christ, the way of truth & life, expressed through the 

Great Commandment: Love god & your neighbour as yourself. 

 “And what does the LORD require of you but to do justly, to love 

mercy, and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8) 

 

 


