The Second Sunday after Epiphany – January 17, 2021 – Year B (RCL)

St. Luke’s Eastport – The Rev. Diana Carroll, Rector

Truth to Power
Speak, Lord, for your servants are listening.
In the name of God, the Eternal Majesty, the Incarnate Word, and the Abiding Spirit. Amen.
I have always loved the story of the calling of Samuel that we heard in our first reading today. I love that God calls to Samuel when he is only a boy, entrusting him with a message and a ministry even while he is still young. I love the repetition that is built into the story, which is so typical of the oral tradition. And I love the almost comical nature of it, as both Eli and Samuel misunderstand who it is that is doing the calling. When I was the chaplain as St. Anne’s School, this is a story that I liked to have the students act out dramatically, taking on the roles of Samuel, Eli, and God.

But in those dramatizations, as in our reading today, we always stopped when the story was only half over. We stopped before we got to the actual message that God speaks to Samuel. We stopped because it is not a happy message that Samuel receives. It is not an easy first assignment. Listen to the words that God speaks:

“See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears of it tingle. On that day I will fulfill against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his house, from beginning to end. For I have told him that I am about to punish his house forever, for the iniquity that he knew, because his sons were blaspheming God, and he did not restrain them. Therefore I swear to the house of Eli that the iniquity of Eli’s house shall not be expiated by sacrifice or offering forever.”

Yikes. That is a terrifying message, indeed. A harsh message of judgment against the priest Eli and his family. The morning after hearing this message, Samuel does not want to tell it to Eli, but Eli insists. The old priest’s response, surprisingly, is resignation. Perhaps he knows that he has failed as a spiritual leader for the people of Israel. Perhaps he knows the terrible abuses of power that his sons have committed. Perhaps he knows that has not exercised his ministry faithfully. Samuel is the first of the prophets in the Hebrew scriptures to step into this archetypal role of speaking truth to power. He is the first to bring a divine message of judgment against those with religious and political authority. But he is by no means the last. Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, and many whose names we don’t even know all stood outside their society’s structures of power and called on the leaders to change their ways. To stop oppressing the people for their own benefit. To faithfully follow instead in the ways of God.

Tomorrow, our nation remembers the life and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Dr. King was truly a modern-day prophet in the tradition of Samuel. He had a message that those in power did not want to hear. He had a calling from God to push our segregated, oppressive society toward justice, toward equity, toward faithfulness to one another. Part of Dr. King’s legacy is that he, like Samuel, accepted the call. He delivered the hard message, over and over again. He stood up against the abuse of power. Unlike Samuel, who seems to have largely operated  alone, Dr. King joined with others to help build a movement—a movement that lived on long after he was gone.

Dr. King’s prophetic message helped to move our society closer to that beloved community that God envisions for all humankind. But the end of legal segregation and legal discrimination did not bring an end to racism, inequity, and oppression. That has been abundantly clear in the 53 years since Dr. King was murdered. At our vestry meeting yesterday, we read excerpts from Dr. King’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”, in particular the parts where he calls out the complicity of the white moderates and the white churches in perpetuating injustice. We reflected at how incredibly relevant these words still are, all these years later.

This is a scary and uncertain moment in which we find ourselves. The fragility of our nation, of democracy itself, has been exposed. After the violent insurrection at the Capitol on January 6, many people—including our president-elect—made the statement that “this is not America.” And yet the ugly truth is that the terrible events of that day and the continued threats of further violence are also America. The ideologies of white nationalism and white supremacy are as foundational to America as the values of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. And acts of white supremacist violence have been part of America from the earliest days of European colonization: from the genocide of the indigenous peoples, to the lynchings of the Jim Crow era, to the death of George Floyd at the hands of a white police officer. We have to acknowledge the brutality of our collective history if we are ever going to address the crisis of our present moment and move toward the future possibility of repairing the breach.

Dr. King famously wrote, "Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate, only love can do that." In the church calendar, this is the season of Epiphany: the season of light. We have to figure out where and how God is calling us to shine the light of Christ in this moment. We have to find ways to respond to the hate and fear around us, not with more hate and fear, but with love and the telling of truth. This does not mean that we should excuse or pardon the violence that has been perpetrated. Those who have incited, supported, and attempted the violent overthrow of our democracy must be held accountable. But we must be very careful not to demonize the rioters, the white nationalists, the insurrectionists in the way that they have demonized “liberals,” “leftists,” and people of color. We still need to look for the image of God in them, even if it has become distorted by bigotry, anger, and fear. This is all the more true for the many more people who agree with their viewpoints but disagree with their violent tactics. These are the ones we must somehow seek to be in conversation with and in relationship with across our differences, for that is the place where change is possible.

In the Gospel of John, Jesus says to Philip, “Follow me.” It is our responsibility, right now, today, to follow in the footsteps of Jesus, to support one another in speaking truth to power, and to strive to drive out hate with love. With God’s help, may it be so. Amen.
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