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Our scripture lesson this morning comes from a later portion of the book of Isaiah in the Hebrew 

scriptures. The prophet Isaiah spans a large portion of history for the Hebrew people from well 

before their exile in Babylon around 598 BCE until their return to Jerusalem around 60 years 

later. Remember, Isaiah’s prophecy originally starts from the time King Uzziah died in 740 BCE 

until 538 BCE when Cyrus the Great of Persia allowed the people to return to Palestine; a period 

of over two hundred years. Since this portion of Isaiah is written so late in the history, it is often 

referred to as “Third Isaiah” and considered to be a part of a school of thought written in the 

name of the prophet. 

 

If we were to read the chapters before this, we might see that as the exiles return to their land 

after all that time, they begin to discover that home is not how they left it. The beloved temple 

that King Solomon built had been destroyed. The stories they had heard of growing up from 

parents and grandparents before them didn’t accurately describe what they now saw. The 

“promised land” doesn’t look so promising anymore. 

 

Dirk G. Lange, Associate Dean; Fredrik A. Schiotz Chair of Missions and Professor of Worship 

at Luther Seminary in Saint Paul, Minnesota, reminds us that at this time a major conflict appears 

to have arisen between those who were returning and those who had remained during the time of 

the exile. He writes, “Living conditions were extremely difficult. Jerusalem was in ruins. The 

people were now divided again not against some outside threat or enemy but among 

themselves.”1 

 

Imagine with me for a moment that scenario. Families had been torn apart for 60-plus years. As 

the people rose up from time to time, they were carted off to Babylon to live in exile. The 

experiences of those who remained and those who left were different over those years in two 

different lands. Some were strangers in a foreign land, while others were captive in their own 

land. 

 

Professor Lange writes, “The remnant associated with the Isaianic school were on the margins of 

power. They were a small group. It is possible that they were embattled against those who had 
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much more narrow, exclusionist understanding of what it meant to serve God (rather than the 

inclusive position argued in Third Isaiah where, for example, even foreigners and eunuchs can 

serve at the altar).”2 

 

So between the exiles and the faithful that remain in the land, there exist a great deal of 

theological and political differences that are causing some problems for them. The return to the 

promised land is not turning out how anyone hoped that it would be. The moment of promise and 

hope has passed as reality sets in again for the people of God. This void of hope is often 

expressed in terms of searching in the darkness, or the night. One can almost sense the yearning 

for something better in the midst of their disappointment as you read the chapters immediately 

before Isaiah 60. 

 

Our movie this week, Mary Poppins Returns, picks up on some similar tones as young Michael 

Banks has grown up and has three children of his own. He lives in the family home at number 17 

Cherry Tree Lane. 

 

Yet all is not peaches and roses in Michael’s life. Michael’s wife has passed away recently. 

While his sister, Jane, who is now a political activist, comes by from time to time to help 

Michael and to spend some time with the children, Michael is far from what he had hoped would 

happen in his life. With the loss of his wife, his world has been turned upside down.  She always 

took care of the children and the finances. Without her keen attention to these details, they are 

facing a deadline for the bank to foreclose on their home. If ever there were a time for Mary 

Poppins to pop back into their lives, now is it. Yet, even with her there, he’s beyond the 

childhood fantasies of this magical nanny. Watch the trailer to find out a little more.  

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-3jsfXDZLIY) 

 

Mary Poppins doesn’t arrive when the Banks family has their act together. Instead, she arrives 

when all is hopeless and when Michael Banks is stopped in his tracks by his own grief. As she 

steps back into the Banks’ home, a grown up Jane Banks asks her, “What brings you here after 

all this time?” Mary Poppins answers, “The same thing that brought me here the first time: I’ve 

come to look after the Banks children.” When young Anabel asks if Mary is referring to her and 

her brothers, Mary says, “Yes, you too.” In the end, she’s really there to help Michael, who has 

stopped believing in the goodness of life and in the impossible, to believe again. Turning his 

attention to his children again, Mary Poppins has a magical way of reminding the Banks family 

that “everything is possible, even the impossible.” 

 

In the passages that precede our scripture lesson this morning, the outlook of the people is 

dismal. Adjusting to the new reality in the beloved homeland, they are caught up in their 

struggles not with a foreign power, but among themselves, trying to figure out how they can get 

back on God’s good side, back in God’s favor, and back in God’s grace. Yet, it is precisely when 

all is not well in their world that suddenly this word from Isaiah pops out of nowhere from 

among the text proclaiming, “Rise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has 

risen upon you. For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord 

will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you.”3 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-3jsfXDZLIY
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When it appears as if all is lost and it appears as if what they had hoped would be a glorious 

experience of return was nothing but a crushed dream, in the precise moment when the people 

were struggling to discover how they might get back to where they once were, God breaks into 

their night with light; with God’s own presence. God’s “glory” here refers to God’s very 

presence. God’s “glory,” God’s “light” is present wherever God might be found. In the moment 

of their deepest darkness, God is there with them, bringing light, hope and life in God’s presence. 

 

“Arise, shine, for your light has come; and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you,” is the 

message of the season of Epiphany. Epiphanies are those “Aha” moments of sudden revelation 

or new insight for us. Epiphany comes upon us in the blink of an eye following Christmas. At 

Christmas, we celebrate that God’s light has come into the world in Jesus Christ. 

 

Yet, following Christmas, it’s so easy for us to get caught up in our circumstances again, isn’t it?  

As the trees are put away for another year, as the lights are unplugged and stored, and as the 

realities of life weigh down upon us yet again, we lose the magic of Christmas, not too much like 

Michael Banks forgot the magic that could happen when Mary Poppins was around. Following 

Christmas, we grow up again, forgetting about the hopes and dreams that Christmas inspires 

within us for a better world. 

 

When Christmas comes, for a moment we look beyond government shutdowns, political 

infighting, theological differences, and even our own daily struggles. Yet it doesn’t take much to 

make us remember just how difficult the world can really be, does it? Turn on the news, open up 

the bills that have just piled up, or bump into someone with whom you’ve had a disagreement, 

and in no time the night sets in on us again. The promised land that we dreamed of during 

Christmas was just a dream, far removed from our present reality. 

 

As the people of Judah returned from the promised land, reality set back in for them. Their hopes 

and dreams were crushed. Yet God does not depend upon the present reality. Rather, God acts in 

spite of the present reality to bring light in the darkest moments. In fact, Isaiah continues, saying, 

 

Nations shall come to your light, 

    and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 

Lift up your eyes and look around; 

    they all gather together, they come to you; 

your sons shall come from far away, 

    and your daughters shall be carried on their nurses’ arms. 

Then you shall see and be radiant; 

    your heart shall thrill and rejoice, 

because the abundance of the sea shall be brought to you, 

    the wealth of the nations shall come to you. 

A multitude of camels shall cover you, 

    the young camels of Midian and Ephah; 

    all those from Sheba shall come. 

They shall bring gold and frankincense, 

    and shall proclaim the praise of the Lord. 
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In other words, the light, the glory, the presence of God that the people are called to celebrate is 

not only for them, but for the world. Have you ever felt hopeless? In those moments, God is with 

us. Have you ever wondered if the world will be right? In those moments, God is with us, 

shining light. And when God shines the light, the light we discover in Jesus Christ, the whole 

world is drawn to God’s presence; all the nations. Not only are the ones who’ve been scattered 

into exile returned, but all the nations come to live in the light. Can you see Isaiah’s dream? 

 

In Mary Poppins Returns, there is a beautiful song and dance routine that comes as the children 

find themselves walking with Mary and Jack. Jack happens to be a leerie, or a lamplighter. He 

sings a song called “Trip a Little Light Fantastic” that begins with these words: 

 

Let’s say you’re lost in a park, sure 

You can give in to the dark or 

You can trip a little light fantastic with me 

When you’re alone in your room 

Your choices just embrace the gloom 

Or you can trip a little light fantastic with me 

For if you hide under the covers 

You might never see the day 

But if a spark can start inside your heart 

Then you can always find the way 

So when life is getting dreary 

Just pretend that you’re a leerie 

As you trip a little light fantastic with me 

 

During Epiphany, we celebrate that God has come into the world in Jesus Christ for all the 

world, not because of who we are or what we’ve done, but because of God’s great love for the 

world. As those who embrace God’s light and God’s presence in our most difficult moments, we 

also bear forth God’s light for the world. With Jack and the leeries, “We trip the lights and lead 

the way.”   
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