
The Lessons Appointed for Use on

the

Second Sunday after Epiphany
Year A

RCL

 
Isaiah 49:1-7
Psalm 40:1-12
John 1:29-42

The Collect

Almighty God, whose Son our Savior Jesus Christ is 

the light of the world: Grant that your people, illumined

by your Word and Sacraments, may shine with the radi-

ance of Christ's glory, that he may be known, wor-

shiped, and obeyed to the ends of the earth; through Je-

sus Christ our Lord, who with you and the Holy Spirit 

lives and reigns, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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Isaiah 49:1-7

Listen to me, O coastlands,
pay attention, you peoples from far away!

The LORD called me before I was born,
while I was in my mother's womb he named me.

He made my mouth like a sharp sword,
in the shadow of his hand he hid me;

he made me a polished arrow,
in his quiver he hid me away.

And he said to me, “You are my servant,
Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”

But I said, “I have labored in vain,
I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity;

yet surely my cause is with the LORD,
and my reward with my God.”

And now the LORD says,
who formed me in the womb to be his servant,

to bring Jacob back to him,
and that Israel might be gathered to him,

for I am honored in the sight of the LORD,
and my God has become my strength – he says,

“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant
to raise up the tribes of Jacob
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and to 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.”

Thus says the LORD,
the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One,

to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nations,
the slave of rulers,

“Kings shall see and stand up,
princes, and they shall prostrate themselves,

because of the LORD, who is faithful,
the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.”
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Psalm 40:1-12

Expectans, expectavi

1 I waited patiently upon the LORD;
he stooped to me and heard my cry.

2 He lifted me out of the desolate pit, out of the mire 
and clay;
he set my feet upon a high cliff and made my foot-
ing sure.

3 He put a new song in my mouth, 
a song of praise to our God;
many shall see, and stand in awe, 
and put their trust in the LORD.

4 Happy are they who trust in the LORD!
they do not resort to evil spirits or turn to false 
gods.

5 Great things are they that you have done, O LORD my 
God! 
how great your wonders and your plans for us!
there is none who can be compared with you.

6 Oh, that I could make them known and tell them!
but they are more than I can count.

7 In sacrifice and offering you take no pleasure
(you have given me ears to hear you);

8 Burnt-offering and sin-offering you have not required,
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and so I said, "Behold, I come.
9 In the roll of the book it is written concerning me:

'I love to do your will, O my God; 
your law is deep in my heart."'

10 I proclaimed righteousness in the great congregation;
behold, I did not restrain my lips; 
and that, O LORD, you know.

11 Your righteousness have I not hidden in my heart; 
I have spoken of your faithfulness and your deliver-
ance;
I have not concealed your love and faithfulness 
from the great congregation.

12 You are the LORD; 
do not withhold your compassion from me;
let your love and your faithfulness keep me safe for 
ever,
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John 1:29-42

John saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, 

“Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the

world! This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a 

man who ranks ahead of me because he was before me.’

I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with 

water for this reason, that he might be revealed to Is-

rael.” And John testified, “I saw the Spirit descending 

from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I my-

self did not know him, but the one who sent me to bap-

tize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the 

Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with 

the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and have testi-

fied that this is the Son of God.”

The next day John again was standing with two of his

disciples, and as he watched Jesus walk by, he ex-
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claimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” The two 

disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus. 

When Jesus turned and saw them following, he said to 

them, “What are you looking for?” They said to him, 

“Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), “where are 

you staying?” He said to them, “Come and see.” They 

came and saw where he was staying, and they remained

with him that day. It was about four o’clock in the after-

noon. One of the two who heard John speak and fol-

lowed him was Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother. He first 

found his brother Simon and said to him, “We have 

found the Messiah” (which is translated Anointed). He 

brought Simon to Jesus, who looked at him and said, 

“You are Simon son of John. You are to be called 

Cephas” (which is translated Peter).
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SERMON

Take a firm hold on the reigns, and get a good seat on 

your horse, because this Sunday, I’m going to take you 

on a wild and, at times, uncomfortable ride. Hang on 

tight. 

Dylann Storm Roof, 22 years old, is an 
American mass murderer and white suprem-
acist convicted of perpetrating the June 17, 
2015, Charleston church shooting.

During a prayer service at Emanuel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, Roof killed 
nine African Americans, including senior 
pastor and state senator Clementa C. Pinck-
ney, and injured one other person. He later 
confessed that he committed the shooting in 
hopes of igniting a race war.

In December 2016, Roof was convicted in 
federal court of all 33 federal hate crime 
charges against him stemming from the 
shooting; he was sentenced to death for those
crimes the following month.1

1 Wikipedia
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How in the name of all we hold sacred are we to react

to so evil an act by someone so young? He’s 22. I have 

a belt older than that! How came he to such a place? 

My first thought is that he is just pure evil. Pure, 

unadulterated evil and every bad thing that happens to 

him, I’m pretty much OK with. That’s my sin speaking, 

for Jesus never taught anything like that. Dylann Roof 

killed nine people at their prayers out of hatred for 

them. If the best I can do is to turn Dylann Roof’s ha-

tred back on him, can I claim to be a follower of Him 

who taught us to love? Such a tit-for-tat outcome re-

volts me. We have to dig deeper. We have to, just 

HAVE TO, find the teachings of Jesus in our reactions 

to this man’s actions and if we are unable to do so, we 

must confess our sin and beg forgiveness.

There’s a famous story told in Chasidic literature that 

touches on this very question. 
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The master teaches his student that God cre-
ated everything in the world to be appreciat-
ed, since everything here is to teach us a les-
son.

One clever student asked, “What lesson can 
we learn from atheists? Why did God create 
them?”

The master responded, “God created atheists
to teach us the most important lesson of 
them all – the lesson of true compassion. You
see, when an atheist performs an act of char-
ity, visits someone who is sick, helps someone
in need, and cares for the world, he is not do-
ing so because of some religious belief. He 
does not believe that God commanded him to
perform these acts. In fact, he doesn’t believe
in God at all, so his acts are based on an in-
ner sense of morality. And look at the kind-
ness he can bestow upon others, simply be-
cause he feels it to be right.”

“This means”, the master continued, “that 
when someone reaches out to you for help, 
you should never say, ‘I’ll pray for you that 
God will help you.’ Instead, for the moment, 
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you should become an atheist, imagine that 
there is no God who can help, and say, ‘I will
help you.’”2

Somehow, we’re supposed to find the teachings of Je-

sus in this horrible chain of events since everything here

is to teach us a lesson. How are we supposed to do that?

Let’s be clear about one thing right up front. Dylann 

Roof is responsible for his actions and must bear the 

consequences of them. That’s not what we are talking 

about. What we are asking is how came he to such a 

place, and what lesson can we draw from his actions?

We, all of us, like to think that we are masters of our 

own souls, and that we understand why we do the 

things we do, but it is not so. When one of his oppo-

nents proudly maintained that he was “captain of his 

own ship”, Clarence Darrow is reported to have replied,

“Captain of his own ship? He’s not a deckhand on a life

2 Tales of Hasidim, Vol. 2 by Mar
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raft.” How do we explain Dylann Roof? Is he master of 

his hatred or its servant?

As a young man I was powerfully drawn to the writ-

ings of the German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche. 

This is from “Also Sprach Zarathustra”

If I wished to shake this tree with my hands, 
I should not be able to do so. But the wind, 
which we see not, troubleth and bendeth it as
it listeth. We are sorest bent and troubled by 
invisible hands.

That image, that each of us is moved by unseen 

hands, has stuck with me in the decades since. We are 

all sorest bent and troubled by invisible hands. Dylann 

Roof is no less responsible for his actions, but can we 

not examine the invisible hands which manipulated him

into this place and draw a lesson from them?

Paul wrote to the church at Corinth and described 

himself in these terms:
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Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus

by the will of God

The verb “called” implies both command and submis-

sion. Given what happened to Paul during his life, both 

a powerful command and a powerful submission. He is 

called. He is commanded. He is moved, bent and vexed 

by an unseen hand to do powerful things. Isaiah offered 

the same understanding:

The LORD called me before I was born,
while I was in my mother's womb he 
named me.

We are called, Paul says, (Isaiah adds even before our

birth) to God's purpose. Both Paul and Isaiah are speak-

ing of God's sovereignty over His Creation. They are 

telling us that God's role in our lives is a great deal 

more than that of an interested bystander and score 

keeper. God is involved, and calls us to be similarly in-
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volved. Here is what I believe: Even when faced with 

evil people and hateful attitudes such as that which we 

saw in his trial this week, it is our task to recognize that 

God has His purposes. Just because I can’t see the pur-

pose doesn’t mean that there is none. 

I told you the ride would be bumpy!

Bumpy or not, there is deep wisdom here. When our 

Gospel account tells us:

John  saw  Jesus  coming  toward  him  and  de-
clared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes
away the sin of the world! This is he of whom
I  said,  ‘After  me  comes  a  man  who  ranks
ahead of me because he was before me.’ I my-
self  did not  know him; but I  came baptizing
with water for this reason, that he might be re-
vealed to Israel.”

we have no difficulty in nodding and acknowledging 

John's foresight. This is Jesus. We know who Jesus is, 

so of course John knows as well. It is much more diffi-
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cult to nod and acknowledge that each of us is called to 

a purpose, even awful, damaged people like Dylann 

Roof. That takes faith that defeats even the best of us.

Holy Moley! Did the preacher just say that God cre-

ates evil people to do evil things?? No. The preacher 

did not just say that. What the preacher said is that we 

are all moved by unseen hands, and not all of those 

hands lead to good. Some lead to terrible things like the

killing of nine people at their prayers. When we see 

such things, we are on notice to scour our own hearts 

for those sins and turn ourselves over to the hands of 

God for direction. We cannot cling to the idea that there

are good guys and bad guys and we're the former. Re-

member the passage in Nietzsche's book, 

If I wished to shake this tree with my hands, 
I should not be able to do so. But the wind, 
which we see not, troubleth and bendeth it as
it listeth. We are sorest bent and troubled by 
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invisible hands. 

That conversation concluded in this way

The more he [man] seeketh to rise into the 
height and light, the more vigorously do his 
roots struggle earthward, downward, into 
the dark and deep—into the evil.

We are sinners all. Our roots struggle downward into 

the dark, but that’s our challenge, not our verdict. We 

are called, just as was Paul, just as was Isaiah, to bring 

the light unto creation, not to join in partnership with 

the dark.

The jury has decided that Dylann Roof must die, as if 

by that action the nine who died could thereby be made 

to live again. That is the myth of redemptive violence. 

Violence is a way of proving one exists, when one feels 

oneself to be insignificant.3 It is our sin. The righteous-

ness we feel, collectively, in deciding that we own death

3 Frederick Buechner
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is the same evil which consumed Dylann Roof at the 

door of God's church. Much better we had given him a 

life sentence with no parole so that we could, for his 

life, scour our own souls for traces of his evil. A public 

death will just confirm us in our arrogance. Jesus taught

us no such thing. If we claim to be a follower of Jesus, 

we must steel ourselves to abandon the dark, and turn to

the light.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

I was getting lunch at VPGrillerz this week. The serv-

er asked if I wanted more soda pop, and I told her no, 

that I had to get back to church. “That's the best place to

be”, added a lady at the next table.

I disagree. I think she was celebrating that in church 

the most vexing issues we engage are what hymns to 

sing. We don't have to think about Dylann Roof or any 

of the challenges of life in God’s Creation. Church is a 

hospital bed where we heal our souls, but the work of a 

Christian is in the world and THAT is the best place to 

be. 

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be 
gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give 
you peace. 
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The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.
The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
Sermon Copyright © 2017 J. Stewart Schneider
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