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“In the Dark Together”
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable in Your sight, o God, for You are our strength and our Redeemer. Amen.
	These texts were scheduled for last week, which we all know was cancelled for safety reasons because we are the kind of church that cares more about people’s wellbeing than butts in seats on Sunday morning. I do not think the irony of people in darkness is lost on anyone here today. During Winter Storm Fern, some of us and many around the nation sat in the darkness. People froze to death as they waited in the dark, praying for the lights to come back on. Beyond the literal understanding of darkness is its nefarious metaphorical meaning.
The state of the nation is gloomy. Despite what our leaders tell us, the economy is bleak. The Department of Homeland Security has now publicized 3 ads using out of context Bible passages to recruit new ICE agents. DHS must be following the lectionary too, because two of the ads quote Isaiah and the most recently released one cites a text from Matthew, specifically the Beatitudes, which was set to be today’s reading. Scenes of night vision and militaristic activity flash on the screen as a voice over says, “Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called sons of God.” (Matthew 5:9) 
Employing Scripture as recruitment material is not only blatant misuse of the biblical text, it is further evidence of Christian nationalism taking root in our governmental systems. I don’t think Jesus understood peacemaking to mean terrorizing whole communities, shooting and killing people in the streets, or devaluing human life based on one’s beliefs, skin color, sexual orientation, or country of origin. We feel the shadow of death around every corner, each time we turn on the news, and when look out into the world. In many ways, the metaphorical darkness is scarier than the literal sense of the word.
The darkness of today is no different for us than it was for the biblical authors. In Isaiah, the people’s darkness is both spiritual and moral. As usual, they ignore the prophet’s warnings. The people are relying on magic to reveal God’s self, a direct contradiction to the belief that God is truly known through God’s word. Isaiah bemoans his commissioning to God’s service in 6:5 in a classically weird passage about a hot coal being placed upon his lips. “Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips[.]” 
Isaiah recognizes that even he himself is not worthy, yet he ultimately accepts the call from God in 6:9 (which is one of the other Bible verses used by DHS): “Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’ And I said, ‘Here am I. Send me!’” As soon as Isaiah consents to entering into God’s service, God immediately has work for him, and it is a most difficult task. God tells Isaiah to deliver the following message to the people: “Be ever hearing, but never understanding; be ever seeing, but never perceiving. Make the heart of this people calloused; make their ears dull and close their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed.” Darkness abounds in the form of callous hearts, dull ears, closed eyes, unclean lips, and turning away from God.
For Matthew, the darkness is still present as evidenced by Roman domination over the region and the terrorizing rule of Herod. There is sickness, disease, demon possession, epilepsy, and paralysis among the people. Most importantly, Matthew recognizes a need for repentance. Like Isaiah, Matthew also sees a lacking spiritual and moral compass. Before John the Baptizer is detained by local officials and even before Christ’s proclamations of repentance, John is the first to call the people to “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near!” in Matthew 3:1. Not only does John insult the religious leaders and urge them to repentance too, but he acts with an authority that challenges their own, which is likely his gravest sin from their perspective. This leads to his arrest and beheading, as detailed later on in Matthew 14. Evil is alive and well as demonstrated by Satan’s temptation of Jesus in the wilderness in the beginning of Matthew 4, and while Jesus resists giving in to the powers of domination and control, the rest of us are not always able to combat these forces so easily. As we see in our holy text and in the world today, domination and control are favored tools of the darkness.
	So where are we to see good news when we find ourselves blanketed in blackness from every direction? How can we possibly pull ourselves out of the valley of the shadow of death? From where is our hope to be found? Like any good Baptist, I suggest we turn back to God and look at the Bible. There are many examples of light and darkness in the Bible, but as I prepared today’s sermon, I kept circling back to Psalm 23. We see the obvious parallels in the language used, but I think it goes deeper than this literary connection.
For unlike Psalm 23, the quotes from Isaiah and Matthew call us to community. They say, “the people who walk in darkness,” not the one who walks in darkness, or he who walks in darkness or even I, alone, but they who trod through the valley. Matthew expands the Isaian reference to include “those living in the land of the shadow of death,” emphasizing the group experience. 
The people, together, walk in darkness and as they walk, they experience the light. Their togetherness aids the light in breaking through, just as Jesus calls us to be disciples formed by God’s word to bring light to the world, for Jesus tells us in Matthew 5: 14-16, just after the Beatitudes that: “You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before humankind.” The people who walk in darkness shall fear no evil for not only are they together, but God is with them too, shining the Light, Jesus, to illuminate their path.
This is why we are called by Christ into solidarity with one another and God. Jesus does not expect the kingdom of heaven to happen without our active involvement. We, with God, are bringing the light, the kingdom, near. People are organizing. They come together to fight the powers of darkness and call for change. God’s light is breaking through in communities who are poor in spirit together, who mourn together, who hunger and thirst for righteousness together, who are merciful together, who make true peace together, who are persecuted together. These are the blessed ones of God, and they obtain the kingdom, they receive comfort, they inherit the earth, they are shown mercy, they will see God, and they are called God’s children.
 May our faith be as strong and unshakeable as that of a child’s and our community united as ones who walk together in the darkness with God by our side. For we need not fear, the light of Christ breaks through and brings the kingdom of heaven near. So we keep walking.
In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, One True God, Mother of us all. Amen.
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