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Sermon for Epiphany III Year A 2023 
Be the Light 

 
 
A colleague of mine was asked to tell the story of their conversion 
by a congregation member. 
He was a newly ordained Episcopal priest. 
“Tell us how you found Christ and became a priest.” 
Surprised by the question, my friend said, 
“Well,” and then stopped. 
And remained silent while he thought about the question.  
He tried to start again but still found it difficult to explain. 
Finally, he said, “You know it’s just sort of always been there, 
a sense of connection, relationship, longing. 
I can’t remember a time when it wasn’t” 
The congregation member said,  
“There wasn’t a particular day or event?” 
My friend shook his head. 
So did the congregation member—and a few others. 
They seemed disappointed and in way, perhaps,  
a bit doubtful about him. 
 
That conversation highlights one of the difficulties with today’s gospel. 
It sounds as if one day Jesus shows up  
and immediately we walk away from our old life  
and leave everything behind. 
At least, that’s how Matthew describes it for Peter, Andrew, 
James and John in today’s gospel. 
I don’t doubt that’s true. 
And I know that’s how it may have happened for others— 
perhaps even some of you. 
But it’s not the only way. 
Some of you, perhaps most of you, 
would describe a story similar to my friend’s.  
A continuous and steady experience of Jesus. 
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Still others would tell a story of struggle and wrestling, 
give and take, back and forth. 
The truth is our lives are probably a mixture of all of these  
and many more besides.  
How does any relationship begin, continue, and grow? 
There is no one way or even one right way. 
There are probably as many ways of being called, 
finding Jesus and being found by Jesus—whatever you want to call it, 
as there are people. 
It is particular to each one of us. 
 
But the point, however, isn’t how it happened but that it did happen 
and continues to happen. 
It’s never a once and for all, finally and forever, kind of thing. 
Because, baptism means our entire life is a conversion. 
We are always being converted, shaped, and formed  
into the likeness of Jesus. 
Over and over again, Jesus comes to us saying, “Follow me.” 
 
Following Jesus does not happen in the abstract 
but in a context, within the circumstances and relationships of our lives. 
Our relationship with Jesus is grounded and experienced in the people 
and the events of our lives and the world. 
So it was for Peter, Andrew, James, and John. 
 
We see that throughout the remainder of Matthew’s account  
of the gospel. 
He not only describes the life and ministry of Jesus but the ongoing 
shaping and forming of their lives. 
The shaping and forming happened in Jesus’ sermon on the mount 
and teaching of the beatitudes,  
in his healing of the sick, 
in his telling parables, 
in his feeding the 5,000, 
in Peter complaining that they had left everything behind, 
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in James and John arguing with the others and hoping to sit at Jesus’ 
right and left,  
in Jesus’ crucifixion, his resurrection and ascension 
and in the coming of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Every one of those moments echo with Jesus’ words, “Follow me.” 
Every one of those is as much a turning point in the lives of  
Peter, Andrew, James and John,  
as was the day Jesus first saw them by the Sea of Galilee. 
Turning points always resound with the invitation to follow Jesus. 
They are the intersection of our lives and his life. 
Isn’t that what is happening in today’s gospel? 
We hear it in Jesus’ words. 
He only says two things: “Repent,” and “Follow me.” 
At some level they are two sides of the same coin. 
 
Now often when we hear the word “repentance,”  
we think “uh oh, someone’s been bad. 
Someone better changer their evil ways.” 
Well, true, it can mean that, but it also means more than that. 
Repentance is more than just a moral change. 
It is a life change, a turning point. 
We look in a different direction. 
We see with new eyes. 
We establish new priorities. 
We travel a new road. 
 
Essentially the call to repent is a call to change. 
The call to change is fundamentally simple,  
but the practice of it is profoundly complicated. 
Even when we have chosen the change, when we take the first step of 
action, it’s not uncommon to be overwhelmed by the experience of it. 
I have often wondered if Peter and Andrew, James and John,  
after dropping their nets and leaving their old life behind, 
woke up the next morning and thought, “What did I do?” 
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They had no idea how much everything was changing for them, 
let alone the world. 
What they were experiencing was a small part of the greater story of 
God’s love for the world. 
They were just going about their lives and here comes Jesus 
who—eventually—will trust them his legacy, with his mission, 
with the Kingdom of God. 
 
Isn’t that just what God has been doing since the very beginning. 
We are constantly being entrusted with God’s creations, 
from the world itself, to one another,  
and to the inmost parts of our very selves. 
We are being invited to many turning points—which bring 
responsibilities we don’t think we’re cut out for, 
are afraid to try, 
or might have a bigger cost 
or result in a bigger change than we realize or feel ready for. 
Our entire world, sinful as well as not sinful parts,  
will be disrupted by it. 
 
This is why Jesus’ baptism is of Spirit and fire—as John the Baptist 
described it—because change—reformation and transformation— 
is what our lives and the world needs. 
 
When we think too narrowly about what “repent for the kingdom of 
heaven has come near”—we allow just a little light to be manifest. 
But the full power of repentance is better understood when we see it as 
any kind of positive, life-giving change. 
Or have our eyes become too adjusted to our dimly-lit darkness? 
If we focus on just needing to repent from our sins, 
will we be able to be like James and John, Peter and Andrew, 
and drop the important things we are doing  
in order to follow God’s invitation to new tasks and ways of beings? 
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Amanda Gorman, the youngest inaugural poet in history, 
captured the way Matthew talks about the light, 
the way of the kingdom comes, 
and the hope Jesus brings with him in the opening lines of her poem, 
“The Hill We Climb” 
When day comes, we ask ourselves, where can we find light in this 
never-ending shade? 
The loss we carry. A sea we must wade. 
We braved the belly of the beast. 
We’ve learned that quiet isn’t always peace, and the norms and notions 
of what ‘just’ is isn’t always justice. 
And yet the dawn is ours before we know it. 
And the final lines tell us about the call to discipleship, 
the call to change and to follow: 
For there is always light, if only we’re brave enough to see it. 
If only we’re brave enough to be it. 
 
This does not happen in spite of our life’s circumstances, 
but in, with, and through them. 
Look at the circumstances of your life. 
What is the turning point you face today? 
What do you see? 
Somewhere in each of our lives today there is a turning point, 
a place of repentance, a call to change. 
Maybe you know exactly what it is. 
Maybe you haven’t yet recognized it. 
Maybe you’ve even closed your eyes to it. 
Regardless, it is there and so is the Light— 
The one who calls and says follow me,  
I’ve chosen you to bring my light into the world. 
 
  


