
RISE AND SHINE!
Isaiah 60:1-6 David B. Keller
Matthew 2:1-12 January 5, 2020
TEXT: Isaiah 60:1 “Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen on you.”
PURPOSE: To urge us too respond to God’s light shining on us by shining that light in a world shrouded
in darkness.  
______________________________________________________________________________

Happy New Year!  I hope yours got off to a reasonably good start.  Lindy and I are
proud to announce that we managed to stay awake past midnight on New Year’s Eve, after
earlier in the evening watching the Duke University basketball team, known in our house
as ‘her boys,’ rout Boston College’s team.  We welcomed the new year with a very pleasant
cross country ski outing, and with my family’s traditional New Year’s day dinner,
sauerkraut and pork.  Logan thought the sauerkraut was tasty, so he will not be
disinherited.  

It’s the beginning of a new year and a new decade.  How time flies.  It seems like it
wasn’t that long ago that we were worried about Y2K disrupting everything.  At the
beginning of this century, I didn’t own a cell phone.  I stored computer data on floppy
disks.  I took photos with a film camera.  The word ‘facebook’ might have meant a binder
full of mug shots which police used to help people identify someone who committed a
crime.  How quickly our world, and our lives, have changed.  I’m not so sure we’re
keeping pace with it.  

Okay, it’s quiz time.  How many kings does the Bible say came to pay homage to
baby Jesus?  None. The visitors were magi - maybe astrologers.  The image of kings
coming is borrowed from the passage from Isaiah, which anticipates kings “coming to the
brightness of your dawn.” Okay, how many magi, or wise men, does the Bible say visited
the holy family?  The Bible doesn’t say.  We get the number three from the three presents
they presented.  Did the magi visit the holy family in the stable where Jesus was born?  No.
Matthew specifically says they visited the family in a house.  What means of travel did they
use?  The Bible doesn’t say. But since Isaiah’s prophecy describes the gold and
frankincense arriving from Midian by camel, tradition has always associated the wise men
with camels.  We’re hearing about the wise men this morning because tomorrow is their
day, the feast of Epiphany.  Today officially is the twelfth, or last, day of the Christmas
season.  I decided to start the Epiphany season a day early.  Epiphany is the season of light
coming into the world.  The light shows up first as an unusual star guiding foreigners to
worship Jesus.  At the end of the Epiphany season, Jesus himself is revealed as the light. 
Along the way, we who live in the northern hemisphere see more and more daylight in our
days as we move through winter toward spring.  What a nice convergence of liturgical
imges and the natural world.  

But now, back to reflecting on the world as we begin a new calendar year.  One way
to look at the world we live in is to see it as a pretty bleak place, a world on the road to
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ruin.  Here’s what I mean by that: 
• The climate crisis is upon us, with apocalyptic scenes of people trapped by wildfires

in Australia, a deadly drought ravaging southern Africa, especially Zimbabwe, and
coastal communities experiencing flooding to an extent never seen before.  

• The number of refugees in the world - people fleeing violence, war, or famine - has
increased from 12 million people in 2001 to nearly 71 million in 2019.1 

• The gap between the richest people in the world and the rest of us has widened
dramatically.  Oxfam, a global poverty-fighting organization, reports that eight rich
people, six of them Americans, own as much wealth as half the human race.  

• And that technology we’ve come to rely on?  We are not its consumers; we are its
products.  Our interests and preferences are commodities, bought and sold for
billions of dollars.  

Centuries ago, when the prophecy we heard today from Isaiah’s book was first
announced, God’s people were living in a time which also felt bleak.  The end of
Babylon’s rule over Israel was worth celebrating.  But only a trickle of people returned
from exile, not the hoped-for flood.  The home to which they returned had not recovered
from war.  The people who had not been sent into exile had endured decades of
desperation.   An early attempt to rebuild the temple and restore Jerusalem failed.  And
strangely, the gap between the “have’s,” who had the resources to rebuild their lives, and
the “have not’s,” who continued to eke out a subsistence life, was already settling in.  

Into this situation of dreariness and uncertainty, the prophet spoke this daring word:
“Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen on you.” 
Darkness may be covering the earth and its inhabitants, the prophet acknowledged, but on
you, the Lord’s light is shining.   The consequences the prophet described of God’s light
shining on God’s people were astounding.  Other nations and their kings would be
attracted to the light.  Sons and daughters, scattered abroad in the wake of Israel’s defeat,
would be coming home.  The abundance of the sea and the wealth of nations would come
to Israel.  

The gospel writer Matthew perceived the coming of the wise men as at least
partially fulfilling the promises made five centuries earlier.  But how do you think this
proclamation sounded to the people who first heard it, a people deprived and disheartened,
a people looking for evidence of God’s gracious activity right then and there?  I don’t
know about you, but I know I’d need more than an inspiring message to change my outlook
from resignation to renewed hope.  But here’s how the prophet said that the people hearing
his message were supposed to respond: “Rise and shine!” It was not enough for them to

1United Nations High Commission on Refugees data. 
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believe that God’s light was enlightening their darkness.  It would not be enough for them
to see the light; the prophet expected them to be the light, to shine the light.  God’s light
breaking into your lives, into your bleak circumstances, presents you with an opportunity to
shine the light that’s shining on you.  I’ll take it a giant step further:  The only way anyone
would know that God’s light was shining on God’s people would be if God’s people were
living in ways which revealed that light.  “You are the light of the world,” the adult Jesus
said to a disheartened people centuries later.  “Let your light shine before others, that they
may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.”  (Matthew 5:14-16)  

Now, permit me to digress.  “Rise and shine!” is downright offensive in the ears of
people who aren’t morning people.  I live with someone who used to sport a button which
read, “Not being a morning person doesn’t begin to describe me.”  If you like snuggling
down under the covers as long as you can in the morning, especially during these dark and
cold winter days, someone bouncing into your room with a cheery “Rise and shine!” is
likely to be thought of as doing the work of the devil.  In the same way, saying “Rise and
shine!” to anyone in any kind of dark and dreary situation is probably not going to meet
with a sunny response.  Don’t say, “Rise and shine!” to a person battling depression or
addiction.  Don’t say, “Rise and shine!” to a person who can’t pay her bills.  Don’t say,
“Rise and shine!” to a person starting another year trying to keep her children alive in a
squalid refugee camp.  

Well, that’s exactly what the prophet did.  “Rise and shine!” he shouted.  And more:
look, see the abundance, the redemption, coming your way.  Rejoice!  Be radiant!  (Isaiah
60:5)  Now, God’s people could have pulled the covers over their heads and told the sunny
prophet to leave them alone.  Or they could have argued with the prophet: show us, they
would have been within their rights to demand, even a tiny bit of the promised abundance
actually arriving on our doorstep.  Or they could have decided that they had nothing to lose
if they hauled themselves out of their dreariness and looked to see if God’s light was in fact
shining on them.  The record doesn’t tell us exactly what happened, except for this: over
the coming decades, the temple was rebuilt, Jerusalem was restored, and God’s people
embraced new ways to be God’s faithful people.  

Now here we are, wrapping up our celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ, the light
of the world coming into the world.  Here we are, in another time when “thick darkness”
once again covers the peoples.  Here we are, at a time when it seems as difficult as ever to
believe that the glory of the Lord is rising upon us.  What is our response to being called to
“rise and shine?”  This much I am sure of: if we don’t cultivate a belief that God’s dawn is
breaking, we won’t have sufficient motivation to be rising or shining.  If it’s only about
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putting on a happy face, or if it’s all about us, and not God, bringing the changes the world
so desperately needs, that is no motivation for being a morning person.  That’s just another
day of superhuman effort barely budging the needle.  

But the prophet’s message, and the star guiding the wise men, and the stories of
countless faithful people down through the ages, witness to the reality of God’s light
overcoming the world’s darkness, of God’s love overcoming the world’s hostility, of
God’s will for life standing firm against the world’s deadly inclinations.  We are not the
ones making the light; we are the ones recognizing God’s light shining where darkness
appears to prevail.  We are the ones celebrating the light by reflecting it in the ways we live
our lives.  What exactly does that look like?  If we were rising and shining, how would we
be different?  

First of all, we’d be deeply concerned about the problems our neighbors and our
world are facing, but we would not be daunted by them, because we’d be confident of
God’s sovereignty.   John’s Gospel begins with the calm confidence that “the light shines
in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”  (John 1:5)  People who are rising
and shining live in that sturdy confidence.  We still face trials and troubles; and we know
how challenging the world’s troubles are.  But we do not give up or give in, because we
know that light and not darkness will prevail.  

There’s plenty more I could say about what people who shine God’s light are like,
but I’ll offer only one more this morning: we’d be joyful.  We’d be joyful, not because
we’re blind to the troubles of our times, but because we respond to those troubles with a
holy defiance born from confidence in the power of God’s shining light.  The prophet
imagined nations and kings being attracted to God’s people.  Joy makes us attractive to
others.  In a world overcast with dreariness, truly joyful people and communities present an
alternative to being resigned to things being bad and probably getting worse.  

So, people of God, rise and shine!  Shake off those winter blues, because the light of
the world is coming into the world.  The dreariness of the world is not our story.  We see
light overtaking darkness, hope overtaking resignation, and joy overtaking despair.  The
light which is working to conform the world to the ways of God is shining directly on us. 
Our task simply is to reflect that light by the way we live our lives, and to praise the God
who chooses to use the likes of us to reveal the light to anyone still shrouded in darkness.  


