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Epiphany 3 C 

 

 

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”    

 

That phrase from Charles Dickens came back to me this week.  The worst of times as I listened to multiple news stories 

this week about federal workers who were working without being paid because of the government shutdown and how they 

and their families were suffering- food banks for FBI workers, fears of losing homes, one lady rationing her insulin shots 

because she could not afford the co-pay to purchase more and LaGuardia airport on ground stop because of low numbers 

of air traffic controllers.  The best of times as I also heard about restaurants providing free meals to federal workers, in 

Washington DC, free yoga and knitting classes and even an improv workshop for furloughed federal workers to 

participate in while they waited for politicians to realize that the lives of these workers and their families mattered.  The 

worst of times and the best of times, indeed, and starkly juxtaposed.  And on Friday, relief and another change, as the 

shutdown ended and the government reopened.   

 

That sweep of human life with its uncontrollable array of experiences, the joyful and delightful, the mundane and tedious, 

the heartbreaking and the painful, were vivid to me as I considered our Scriptures for today and our past year together.   
 

This passage from Nehemiah is the only time in the three-year cycle of Sunday readings that we hear from this book of 

the Hebrew scriptures, so a little context is necessary.  This meeting of the people at the Water Gate (not the one in 

Washington DC!) comes after some of the exiles from Babylonia, led by Nehemiah, have returned to Jerusalem.  The city 

has been destroyed, a small remnant left there while others were taken captive by the conquerors.  Upon returning, they 

set about rebuilding the temple and the walls.  When the work was done, all the people gathered to hear the word of God 

read and interpreted ‘from early morning to midday.” Hour after hour of attentive listening.  After all they had been 

through- conquest and defeat, exile and return, rebuilding a destroyed city- now the stories of God’s love and God’s 

accompaniment, are proclaimed to God’s people again.  It is cause for feasting and celebration for everyone, including 

those who have nothing prepared since those who have sweet wine and food are enjoined to share with those who do not; 

“For this day is holy to our Lord.”   It is a poignantly sweet renewal after unexpected and terrifying changes.  And the 

people need to be reminded to be joyful and celebrate having got through it all to this new time. 

 

What a difference a year makes.  On the last Sunday of January in 2018, I was leading the Annual meeting at another 

Episcopal Church in transition and you were meeting here very soon after Peter’s departure, dealing with a major 

and unexpected change and the future work of searching for the next rector of St. Paul and the Redeemer.  And you 

have got through it all over this past year.  And it has not been a barely eeking through, but a thriving through, and 

that is reason to be joyful and celebrate.   

 

The best of times and the worst of times have been juxtaposed in the life of this congregation in 2018.  Even in the 

midst of the uncertain changes, SPR has demonstrated God’s accompaniment and love over this past year.  Caring 

and praying for one another in times of illness and grief, celebrating milestones of weddings and births and 

graduations; finishing a major construction project to renovate the parish hall and install an elevator for accessibility, 

continuing and strengthening our partnership in Tom Gateau, Haiti where the St. Patrick’s church now has walls and 

doors, and the school has new paint and supplies for the teachers, and the school lunch program feeds lunch to 

students an additional day of the week.  And our youth program has flourished, undertaking a mission trip to the 

southwest and bringing back what they learned to our community and sharing it in worship, preaching and 

formation, demonstrating our youth’s abilities in leadership and compassion.  And amongst all that, your search 

committee worked smoothly and diligently with the vestry to discern the call of Catherine Healy as the new rector of 

SPR.   

 

Through it all, we came together every Sunday and in Holy Week and At Christmas to hear the stories of God’s love, 

to celebrate God’s work among us, and to follow the Spirit’s urging that we reach out with care to those seeking a 

word of hope and tangible assistance through the food pantry and garden, refugee assistance, Open Kitchen, hosting 

twelve step groups and working to dismantle systemic racism.  Perhaps I do not need to remind you to be joyful and 

celebrate the past year at SPR, but I should proclaim loudly that indeed “the joy of the Lord is your strength.” 

 

 



 

Looking back on the past year, I see the manifestation of what Jesus proclaimed in today’s Gospel passage from 

Luke.  In the synagogue of his home town, Jesus is handed the scroll of the prophet Isaiah.  He opens the scroll and 

reads that “A Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent 

me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the 

year of the Lord's favor.”  When he finished the reading, Jesus rolls up the scroll and give it back, sits down and 

proclaims “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”   He did not say “This Scripture is fulfilled in 

me” although that is where some interpreters go. 

Rather, I would like to suggest that we look at the past year at SPR and celebrate that in God’s “eternal now,” this 

community has been, and is, living out the proclamation of freedom and release from oppression, good news for the 

poor, and the year of the Lord’s favor.  That today and in the days to come, we are anointed by the Spirit to follow 

Jesus, in radical hospitality, in compassion and mercy, in healing and helping, for the joy of the Lord is our strength. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 


