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This being the beginning of a new year, I have found myself thinking about some big terms and ideas of the Christian faith.  In the first chapter of the 4th Gospel, John uses grand terms like "Word" and "Light" to speak of Christ.  We do well to try and understand these terms better! 

In fact, one little boy came out of Sunday School and told his dad that he had just that morning figured out that God is left-handed.  "How did you do that?" asked his dad.  "Well," said the boy, "teacher told us today that Jesus sits on God's right hand."

Yes, our children can help us sort through the murky depths of our faith!

Now, what about J.C. being our Light, being the Light of the world?

My Dad had any number of ways of waking us up in the morning. When we were old enough, we were expected to use alarm clocks and tend to our own morning routine in time to be present and accounted for at the breakfast table.  Mealtimes were sacred in my family. You did not miss them.  Mother would ring a cow bell 5 minutes before the meal was ready and you knew to head for the table to avoid being late.  I still blush to think of the laughs of my friends at our family's regimentation.  It was embarrassing then; but now, I realize it was the way Dad had of holding us together, of keeping us in touch, of combating the drift and neglect that plague so many modern fams.

By far the most common morning call was "Rise and shine!"  I used to groan at those words - wishing for a few more moments of sleep. But I knew it would be worse to ignore that call!  As I look back, I now perceive more in those words than I did then. Dad said them in such a way as to imply that I had a reason to get up ... a new day to greet ... things to accomplish ... something to offer life.  It was a challenge filled with hope and opportunity.  Whatever yesterday had given, today was new.  The darkness and nightmares and fatigue of the night had passed. The sun was rising ... the morning dawned fresh and clean.

Epiphany is like that.  Isaiah's words have that flavor. Isaiah and his hearers were well-acquainted with fear and grief and suffering.  The exile in Babylon had been wrenching and full of despair.  Would they ever inhabit their beloved Jerusalem again?  Would they ever worship in their own land, in their holy Temple?  Would they ever go home?  These questions were all answered and the task of rebuilding their land and reclaiming their way of life loomed large before the returning Jews. 

In the midst of this scene comes Isaiah's voice speaking God's word of light and hope.

What better words to celebrate the light of Christ?  Epiphany says:  Open the shudders of our lamps and let God's light shine through!  We are not left desolate!  The One Who created us also saves us and sustains us!  We are filled and enlightened by Something greater than ourselves.

What does this light of God imply and evoke within us?

For one thing, we are called to WIDEN THE CIRCLE OF OUR LOVE. Today's scripture lessons clearly urge us to look beyond our petty prejudices and self-centered perspectives.  Isaiah says "nations shall come to your light and kings to the brightness of your dawn."  This was a new idea for Israel - that other nations (Gentiles) would be included in the blessing God had promised to THEM. The Hebrew prophets helped their people see that they were not just chosen ... they were chosen FOR A PURPOSE:  to be a light and source of blessing to all.

Matthew includes the wise men in his narrative for the same reason.  The light of Christ shines upon ALL people and draws ALL persons to its radiance. These kings from the east with their exotic gifts represent all people outside the confines of Israel. We might say that the light of Christ comes to open our eyes to those from the East - the foreigners, the poor, the sick, the lonely, the unclean and unacceptable.  All those we would banish from the assurance of God's care and promise.

One commentator notes that in today's lessons (as in the entire Biblical story) a principle comes clear:  True divisions between people are not vertical, but horizontal. It is not accidental or natural groupings that are true divisions, but CHOICES.  We cling to our stereotypes of other nations, races, families, even other Christians as if these were set in stone by Almighty God as the way our living should be ordered.  As a result we make CHOICES about the people we will associate with - in our neighborhoods, in our clubs, in our churches.

God calls us to let Christ's light shine on our CHOICES in living ... to open those dark places to the brightness of day ... to widen the circle of our love and concern.   And God calls us to do that by reminding us of WHO WE ARE AND WHOSE WE ARE.  Isaiah is filled with this hope and promise:  Your light has come ... the glory of the Lord has risen upon you ... you shall see and be radiant ... all who come to your light shall proclaim the praise of the Lord.

The promise and covenant of old has been extended to you and me through the Child in the manger.  His light rises and will not be overcome by the darkness. That light shines within us marking us as members of God's family! Our heritage is sure and our lineage is the highest.

When John Kennedy was President and his bother Bobby was Attorney General, young Teddy ran for Senate for the first time. The story is told that Teddy told his brother the President that he would change his name.  It was too well-known politically, he concluded, and he did not wish to hang on the coattails of his brothers.  "What name will you take?" asked the President. "Well," said Teddy, "I think I'll keep my first name since I am used to responding to that.  But for the last name I think I'd like … Roosevelt!"

Membership in a prominent family is helpful in this world. But the secret to living is to trust that you and I are somebody because we are God's child!  And that our choice to gather in His name and love in His name marks us as those who are loved and claimed and wanted and empowered to serve.

It is Christ's love, Christ's light, Christ's forgiveness that enables us to see clearly and to serve faithfully.

Epiphany ... a new year ... God's light shining through the cross of Christ has wiped clean the slate and given us a fresh start.

So, rise ... shine.  Your light has come.

And the darkness cannot overcome it!        AMEN.

