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TEXT: Isaiah 49:6 “[God] says, ‘It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of
Jacob and restore the survivors of Israel; I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach
to the ends of the earth.’” 
PURPOSE: To invite us to accept God’s call to participate in God’s efforts to bring salvation to all people
everywhere. 
______________________________________________________________________________

The weekend which includes this country’s day for honoring Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr
has developed a ritual quality for me.  It is the weekend when the chorale I belong to presents
its winter concert, in which I sang on Friday night and Saturday afternoon.  It is the weekend we
take down our outside Christmas decorations.  We light up a big sign in our yard which reads,
“Peace on earth, please, soon.” I think of that sign as honoring Dr. King as much as it presents a
Christmas hope, so it stays up through his day.  On a lighter note, this weekend is the highest-
volume weekend of the ski season, so I honored Dr. King on Monday by teaching someone to
ski.  

And then there is this worship, and my preparations for it, which for me is the highlight
of the weekend.  It has become valued by the people of this congregation as well, which is why
we decided to bring it to this Sunday when a snowstorm forced us to cancel worship last
Sunday.  I’ve treasured and sung many of the songs we’re singing today since my adolescence,
when I was part of a group of teens engaged through our churches in the great social issues of
the ‘60's.  I own a worn and well-marked collection of King’s writings, speeches and sermons,
and I always spend some time finding inspiration for my message for this service by reading a
few pieces from that book.  This year as in years past, I am awed by the prophetic nature of
King’s witness.  Unquestionably his message is a message for the ages, and certainly for the
times we’re living in.  

I had decided to base my message today on a theme from his writings, but then I turned
on the radio the Wednesday morning before MLK weekend and heard a story about the eviction
of some homeless mothers and their children who were living in an abandoned house in
Oakland, California.1  In the early morning, Sheriff’s deputies and police in SWAT gear broke
down the door, stormed the house, arrested and handcuffed two mothers.  The story didn’t say
what came of the children who were left without a parent.  It did say that the real estate
investment company which had bought the house at foreclosure boarded it up, surrounded it
with a chain link fence, and posted security guards.  I wonder how long those families could
have been housed if they had the money the real estate company spent on securing the building. 
Outside, protesters shouted, “Shame on you!”  Indeed.  Is this what we’ve come to as a country? 
Treating homeless mothers and children the same way we treat terrorists?  I was appalled.  

This past week, I heard a followup story which stated t hat the real estate investment
company had agreed to sell the house to a local land trust, and that the families would be

1https://www.npr.org/2020/01/15/796540459/members-of-moms-4-housing-evicted-from-vacant-bay-area-home
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allowed to move back in.2  I celebrate this small victory, but I remain disturbed by the tactics
employed in their eviction, and in the larger scourge of homelessness in our country.  

Then, that evening, I turned on the radio again.  This time I heard a story about a
detention center for asylum seekers in Adelanto, California.  Homeland Security had found the
detention center, which is run by the largest for-profit prison corporation in America,
“negligent” in its care for the people detained there, especially with regard to their physical and
mental health.3  The documented accounts of how people in that facility were treated, or should
I say, mistreated, are deeply disturbing.  Even so, Immigrations and Customs Enforcement,
known as ICE, signed a contract with the prison corporation lasting to 2035, and - get this -
signed it just before a California law forbidding for-profit prisons to operate in the state went
into effect.  Keep in mind that ICE is a part of Homeland Security.  
Once again, I was appalled.  

The next morning, I opened the Concord Monitor to read that recently obtained internal
administration and military documents have confirmed that the past two as well as the current
administration have been systematically lying to us about the progress of the war in
Afghanistan, now the longest war in American history.4  In the report, one three-star general
stated that “We didn’t have the foggiest notion of what we were undertaking.”  He said this
about a conflict involving 775,000 American troops, of whom 2,300 have died and 20,589 were
wounded in action, at a cost to us of over $900 billion.  As Dr. King said in his most vigorous
speech opposing the war in Vietnam, “A nation that continues year after year to spend more
money on military defense than on programs of social uplift is approaching spiritual death.”5  

So what am I supposed to do, in this worship on the day before we honor the legacy of
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr, with these stories tearing at my heart?  What are we supposed to do,
we who seek to follow Jesus Christ, as we remember that Dr. King called this nation to
overcome the triple evils of racism, poverty, and militarism, when these three news reports
shout that we remain in the grip of these evils?  We do what people of faith have always done:
we turn to the scriptures. The great theologian Karl Barth instructed preachers to “take your
Bible and your newspaper, and read both.  But interpret newspapers from your Bible.”  Today’s
text from the book of the prophet Isaiah is a fine starting point.  The passage we heard this
morning is the second of the four “Servant Songs” found in the Book of Isaiah.  We heard the
first of those songs last Sunday.   In my sermon on that text, I quoted an interpreter who

2https://www.cbsnews.com/news/homeless-moms-claim-a-victory-in-oakland-house-battle-as-owner-agrees-to-sell-p
roperty-to-local-land-bank/

3https://www.npr.org/2020/01/15/794660949/despite-findings-of-negligent-care-ice-to-expand-troubled-calif-detention-center

4https://www.concordmonitor.com/The-Afghanistan-papers-31701659

5M.L.King, A Time to Break Silence, April 4, 1967, in A Testament of Hope, edited by James M. Washington.  HarperSanFrancisco, 1986; p.
241.
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suggested that “Rather than being the biographical description of one person in one place and
time, the Servant is the description of the human being whom all who love God are challenged
to become.”6  That means, the text is inviting us to sing the Servant Songs as our own.  

In today’s passage, the servant laments that, in spite of God’s equipping him 
for the work of “raising up” and “restoring” the people of Israel, “I have labored in vain, I have
spent my strength for nothing and vanity.” (Isaiah 49:4)  The servant is saying that he gave his
all to the tasks God gave him, and nothing has come of his efforts.  We know how this feels. 
We know what it’s like to work our tails off for our church and its mission, and to not to see our
efforts make any noticeable difference.  At our congregational meeting two Sundays ago, this
church’s leadership presented a series of challenges we are facing.  Truth is, we’ve already put a
lot of effort into addressing these issues, and there’s little assurance that more effort will make a
difference of the magnitude that is needed.  So how do we want God to respond to our lament,
to our feeling that our efforts are futile?  Wouldn’t it be nice if God said, “There, there, let’s
look at what you have accomplished.”  Or, “I absolutely sympathize; why don’t you take a
break and get some rest”?  Or, “Let me see if I can intervene and increase your chances of
success”?  

In fact, God responded to the Servant with nothing of the sort.  Instead of saying, well,
maybe I asked you to bite off more than you can chew, God said this: “It is too light a thing that
you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and restore the survivors of Israel.  I
will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 
(Isaiah 49:6)  Just helping Israel get back on its feet was too easy of a task, God said. I think
your responsibilities should go global! And I can hear the servant saying: Note to self: Next
time, don’t share your frustrations about your work with the boss.  

Applied to us, God is saying, Revitalizing this local church was obviously not a big
enough job.  Here’s your expanded scope of service: be a light to the world.  Work to end the
poverty which puts mothers and their children in abandoned houses.  Work to end the injustice
which subjects asylum seekers to inhumane detention.  Work to turn your country away from
costly military misadventures and toward the peace made possible by justice.  

Three years ago, as we were embracing a mission of serving our community in the spirit
of Christ, and getting ready to launch our capital campaign, we adopted a motto, which is
imprinted on our church’s logo: “A light shining from the village into the world.”  The Biblical
inspiration for that motto came from Jesus, who said, “Let your light shine before others, that
they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.” (Matthew 6:16)  The
inspiration could just as easily come from this passage in Isaiah.  Wherever it comes from, it’s
not the inspiration we want.   Attending to the challenges involved in making sure this church
has a sustainable future is about all we can handle.  But it may be the inspiration we need.  It

6Hanson, Paul, Isaiah 40-66, in the Interpretation series, Louisville, John Knox, 1995; p. 44



may be that becoming the vital church we want to be involves going global with our vision,
involves investing ourselves in issues far beyond our local concerns, because God is calling us
to be a light to the nations, a contributor to God’s salvation reaching all people.  

Now, I’ll go to that theme inspired by Dr. King’s writings.  We tend to think of him as a
champion of civil rights for African-Americans.  We may also remember him as a leader in
efforts to overcome poverty for all people.  What is less recalled was his opposition to the war
in Viet Nam.  In 1966 and 1967, King’s approach to achieving civil rights was languishing. 
Civil and voting rights legislation passed in 1964 had many thinking that the goals of the
movement had been accomplished.  Violence was giving the cause a bad name.  But instead of
regrouping around his core issues, King chose to openly oppose our involvement in the conflict
in Viet Nam.  For this, he was roundly criticized, both from African-Americans and from the
country at large.  But he was convinced that this expanded vision was given to him from God
and a natural application of his commitment to nonviolence.  

In Dr. King’s last Sunday sermon, preached five days before he was assassinated, he
spoke these enduring words: “We must all learn to live together as brothers.  Or we will all
perish together as fools.”6  Later in that sermon, he addressed his opposition to the war head on:
“On some positions,” he said, “cowardice asks the question, is it expedient?  And then
expedience comes along and asks the question–is it politic?  Vanity asks the question– is it
popular?  Conscience asks the question– is it right?  There comes a time when one must take
the position that is is neither safe nor politic nor popular, but he must do it because conscience
tells him it is right.  I believe there is a need for all people of good will to come with a massive
act of conscience and say in the words of the old Negro spiritual, ‘We ain’t gonna study war no
more.’”7  

So the questions for us, and I admit that these are hard questions, but I also am
persuaded that they are unavoidable questions for God’s servants, are: When do we move past
what we see as expedient to risking ourselves in response to the pain of our world?  How do we
stand for something more compelling than getting this church to stand on a solid financial
foundation?  What enormous challenges facing this generation is God calling us to address? 
What specifically must we do to be “a light shining from the village into the world”?  These are
questions we avoid to our peril, because avoiding them amounts to avoiding God’s claim on our
life together.  The answers are answers we ought to be discerning together.  But the promise
God made to the servant surely remains trustworthy to all who seek to love God.  Isaiah’s words
again: “Thus says the Lord to one who is despised, ‘Kings and princes shall honor you, because
of the Lord, who is faithful, and who has chosen you.’” (Isaiah 49:7)  God’s faithfulness to
God’s servants is certain.  And God’s dream of a world healed, a world where people study war
no more, a world where we overcome poverty, and racism, and arrogance, will, some day, come
true.  It is ours to decide whether we, God’s chosen servants, contribute to its fulfillment.  

6Remaining Awake through a Great Revolution, March 31, 1968, in A Testament of Hope, op. cit.; p. 269.

7Ibid., p. 277.


