THE CHURCH: The Light of the World
Mt. 5:13-16

5-16-10

Isaiah says we are like a people "who sat in darkness."  Are you afraid of the dark? 

While serving as a student associate at Duke Memorial UMC in Durham during my seminary days, I was summoned late one Friday afternoon by the custodian.  It seems a man had been seen wandering off the street toward a secluded outside stairwell. Duke Memorial is a downtown church with a large, old facility.  It would be inviting to someone looking for a place to hide or sleep or drink a bottle of wine.

So, I was nominated to investigate. Dusk was falling and the shadows were long and dark in the stairwell.  I crept down the steps with the church secretary looking over one shoulder and the Christian educator looking over the other and the custodian waiting at the top of the steps in case he had to go get help!
Beside the outline of two trash cans lay what looked like a man covered in a tattered blanket.  Everything was dark and ill-defined. I stopped.  The others stopped.  "What's that?" I said.  "I dunno." they said.  "Hey, can I help you?"  I said.  Silence.   "Hey, what do you want?"  I said.  Silence.  By now, it was REALLY dark!  I inched over and touched the fellow with my foot.  Nothing. I pushed a little harder ... then I jumped higher than Michael Jordan as three GARBAGE BAGS that LOOKED like a man tumbled over in a heap!

Yes, the dark embodies many fears and anxieties!

Certainly, when today's text speaks of people seeing a great light and as we affirm that Jesus IS that light - we mean that the light of Christ shines in the deepest of human darkness.  The light of Christ shines upon our dread of death and our bondage to sin  . . . freeing us by the power of the cross and the wonder of the resurrection.  We should never lose sight of these strong and

dramatic manifestations of God's love.   Christ IS the light of the world!
How remarkable and stunning that Jesus should say the same of US!  Right there tucked away in today’s second reading … just as plain as, well, day. Mt. 5:14     You are the light of the world.
We might shrink from that designation, but the Scriptures abound with images of light in reference to God AND to God’s people:

The very first words of God in Genesis 1:3      Let there be light
The Psalmist connects God’s light to our own in Psalm 36:

How precious is your steadfast love, O God! 

All people take refuge in the shadow of your wings. 

They feast on the abundance of your house, 

and you give them drink from the river of delights. 

For with you is the fountain of life; in your light we see light.

John introduces the 4th Gospel with the same image (1:4-5)

… in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

The writer of Ephesians goes on to exhort all who follow Jesus (5:8-9)

For once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light. Live as children of light – for the fruit of the light is found in all that is good and right and true.

I could go on, but you get the picture!  Being the light of the world is deeply embedded in our spiritual DNA!  We do not have to argue or wonder or have any doubt about it.  Jesus and the weight of Scripture convinces us!

And, perhaps we know this intuitively, as well.  You know those marvelous pictures of the earth from outer space?  The ones that show our beautiful blue-green planet floating, spinning there in the vastness.  The light of the sun shows the oceans and continents and clouds.  In fact, that is all we see when we look at those pictures.  

We do not even notice that the earth is surrounded by a sea of darkness!

Likewise, the same picture of the earth at night, with all the more heavily populated areas ablaze with man-made light gives us the same perspective.

Our mind and eye are drawn to the light, not to the darkness!

So, as followers of Jesus we are called to be children of light.  What might this mean for us as the Church in our day and circumstance?

This past January, SSUMC hosted the Charlotte DLC.  Many of us sat mesmerized by our featured speaker, Scott Bader-Saye.  Scott, a fine university professor and theologian shared some key thoughts from his latest book, Following Jesus in A Culture of Fear.  A pale summary of his thought:
We live in a culture of security with fear at its core.  This culture of security is characterized by three primary attitudes or mind-sets:

Safety – we build bigger walls and ever more sophisticated means of keeping the world out and away from our stuff and our loved ones.  Gated communities, security cameras and ever-expanding police forces are the images of this mind-set.








Pre-emptiveness – we seek out and contain or destroy anything or anyone that poses a threat to our selves, our people or our stuff.   In the extreme, we place our culture and our ways and our people as highest good above all other cultures, ways and peoples.  Many wars and many atrocities have grown from this mind-set.

Accumulation -  we seek to insulate our selves in such a thick wall of possessions or wealth that we will always have more than enough and always have more than others, especially our enemies.  We will go to great lengths to accumulate stuff, just to keep others from getting it!

Now, these positions and perspectives may seem extreme to us.  But that is the point … the more we delve into and live in the darkness, the more likely and “normal” darkness seems to us!
But, praise God, the way of Jesus calls us to live in the light and be light in the face of those powerful, darker cultural values! Scott Bader-Saye goes on to say that:
To the attitude of security, the Church of Jesus Christ offers hospitality.  We seek out the stranger, the widow, the orphan and the sojourner and offer warmth, nourishment, healing and friendship.  We care for the “least of these.”

To the attitude of pre-emptiveness, the Church offers peacemaking.  We pray for our enemies. We bless those who revile us.  We turn the other cheek and give our cloak to those who persecute us.  Children of light / followers of Jesus are in the reconciling, restoration, relationship-building, listening and honoring business.  We do not study war. We study how to bring persons, points of view, communities, cultures and nations together.

To the attitude of accumulation, the Church offers generosity.  We quite literally try to give ourselves away and empty our resources on behalf of Christ,  that God’s abundance might spill forth.  In fact, we trust much more in God’s Word and God’s abundance than we do our in our own way or our own wealth.  We believe that God is the source of everything we have, so God ought to be consulted and followed with everything we have.  When the crowded world cries out in scarcity … we offer five loaves and two fish.
Now, this is a compelling vision for the Church – the light of the world.  Yet, the vision always exceeds our capacity to articulate it.  It calls us forward with images of goodness, peace, joy, justice, abundance, life & light.

In writing to the Romans, Paul gave this eloquent expression of what it means to be the light of the world:  Let love be genuine, hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection, outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints, extend hospitality to strangers.

