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It is my joy to be with you this morning at Ascension Episcopal Church. Silver Spring is the original home of my husband Jim. He grew up about three blocks from here, lived here until we married in 1991. So, it is a kind of homecoming for us to be with you today. Many thanks to Deacon Terri and Pastor Julie for their invitation.

This week we begin the annual observance of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. When I was a child in the 1950’s, growing up in the Roman Catholic tradition, we prayed that all of our protestant friends would convert to Catholicism, then we would all be united. After all, we KNEW ours was the true faith and everyone just needed to get back to it! Well, admitting error is the first step to getting real. While the week of Prayer for Christian Unity dates back to 1908, it wasn’t until the Second Vatican Council of the 1960’s that Catholics began to take the issue seriously. Today the World Council of Churches coordinates this annual event. This year, the scriptural focus for prayer comes from Isaiah 1:17: Do good, seek justice. We turn to the readings appointed for our liturgy today.
As we heard in the first reading, about 700 years BCE,
the prophet Isaiah wrote that there’s a light. shining out of Zebulun and Naphtali, coming from that land dominated and destroyed by the Assyrian army. It’s the land that, 700 years after Isaiah wrote, was ruled by King Herod. It’s Galilee,
the oppressed and forsaken land where Jesus was born, where he grew up to work as a carpenter until, praying in the desert after being baptized in the Jordan, he changed his life and the lives of people around him. Follow me, he said. Change your lives!
Make this a world of justice and peace. By your love you can bring about fullness of life for everyone.

Who would have expected THAT to work? Jesus picks Galilean peasants, tax collectors, and Samaritans!
He also picks lawyers, Centurions. Pharisees. Foreigners.
And, he picks women! And this Nazarene is not calling only the best and the brightest. He’s calling fishermen, farmers, parents, 
Jeep workers, astronauts, students, the unemployed, amputees, the poor, politicians, the marginalized. He’s calling the Metro bus driver, the docent at the Smithsonian, the gay and lesbian, the keepers and scientists at National Zoo, the divorced, the bereaved, the lost, the forsaken, the teenager working at the drive through window at your local fast-food restaurant. He’s calling doctors, lawyers, CEOs, your child’s teacher. Everyone.
Jesus has the wisdom and heart to see God in everybody:
the poor and the wealthy, the educated and the illiterate.

We, too, are called to follow him; to fish for people, to, reach out to those with little hope, or no hope at all. Those who know fear all day, every day. Today’s readings give us clues about how to do that.

In the first reading,
Isaiah tells us that God has smashed what held us back— smashed the yoke, the pole, the rod of the taskmaster:
we are free! So, we smash the rod of our taskmasters…
like climate change, and big lies in politics,
and corruption in business and unjust war, and helping refugees.
We once walked in darkness, but the light has come. Nothing can hold us back.

Then the psalm tells us that God is our light,
giving us courage and hope.

The second reading shows conflict and quarrels the
power struggles in the early church, just like in our day,
and that tells us that we have to work together, each of us with the same purpose in mind. No divisions among us.
Each of us has to acknowledge the presence of God among us and in us and in each other. I have the opportunity to witness this unity of purpose twice a month. There are about 20 women who gather twice a month for the sole purpose of creating clothing and bedding to be given to those in need.  We are mostly middle aged and older, retired or semi-retired. Younger women gather to complete work we have begun, but generally they meet in their free time. We all have the same goal: we use our hands and hearts to give to others help and hope. There isn’t just one way to do this, we aren’t moving in lock step. We represent many faith traditions, it doesn’t matter, we are doing good and seeking justice.


And in the gospel we hear Jesus preaching the good news: it’s time to change, time to follow the Way, time to fish for people
instead of casting our nets in the waters of the world.

It’s very easy these days to get distracted by the flotsam and jetsam of the world, all those trinkets and gewgaws held up for us
by TV commercials, the internet, our friends, our neighbors,
even our family members.
We hear messages telling us to buy the best snacks for a Super Bowl party, to buy a new car that will make our lives adventurous and fun. We hear that we will be worthless unless we wear a certain brand or eat at a certain restaurant or buy the latest smart phone or one of those virtual reality games. We hear that we need to get away from it all, that we deserve a break today, that we are nobody unless we’re spending money. When bombarded with those messages, we ask, “Who am I?”
the answer is loud and clear: “You’re a loser, a nobody… unless you buy the right stuff.”

But you don’t believe those messages. You know that you are fishers of people, so you speak out Jesus’ message,
just as loud and as clear as those commercial giants are doing.
You do that with your actions. Your prayer. How you treat people.
How you use your resources of time and effort and talent.
And that makes you free. Then you cast your nets
to catch other people in that same freedom.
You answer the call to change minds and hearts,
because the reign of God is at hand!
Jesus doesn’t belong exclusively to any one sect, not evangelical Christians, or progressive Christians or Catholics or even Christians at all. Jesus is the treasure for Christians, and Jews, and Muslims, and Hindus, and Buddhists, and Sufis and Sikhs. 

His birth and life are a universal moment and is good news for all. 
Amen!
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