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This Little Light
Isaiah 58:1-12; Matthew 5:13-20

I want you to know that I greatly appreciate your willingness to keep me
on the straight and narrow.  Many of you were immediately helpful to me last
Sunday after worship when you readily volunteered that, contrary to what I
had said in the sermon, Tom Brady was not in last week’s Super Bowl!  Thank
you for correcting that faux pas.  However, I do contend that had Brady played
last week, especially for the Broncos, it might have been a more exciting
game!  Thank you for shedding a little light on my error.  I will do better as a
result.

I admit I was embarrassed by the mistake and equally so on Tuesday
evening at the Chamber banquet when Gaylord Lehman was posthumously
honored as the Distinguished Citizen of the Year.  Knowing what an avid
Carolina fan Gaylord was, I commented that “an afternoon in Wallace Wade
Stadium or an evening in the Dean Dome was about as good as it could get.” 
I goofed.  Those two facilities do not go together and I know it.  I trusted the
little voice in my head rather than spend some time to double check what I
had written.  Nevertheless, two positive results emerged.  I realized that some
people do actually listen to what I say and they are good natured about my
mistakes.  Their reactions brightened my day on Sunday and my evening on
Tuesday.

The manner in which we handle situations really does make a
difference.  Not that we should ever condone lazy work or sloppy thinking, but
when we can gently correct someone else in a way that affirms who they are,
appreciates what they can do, and challenges them to become what God has
created them to be, we do exactly what I think Jesus told the crowd on the
hillside that they could do.  “You are the salt of the earth . . . You are the light
of the world.”  You bring flavor to life.  You bring light to the world.  What a
wonderful calling.  What a stupendous opportunity.

The form in which we have The Sermon on the Mount appears as if
Jesus preached an almost stream of consciousness sermon to the people
who had followed him into the countryside.  We know, of course, that various
of Jesus’ sermons were collected, condensed, and strung together by



Matthew and Luke.  But what a wonderful collection of teachings!  Rather than
running headlong through them, each section deserves special attention.

“You are the salt of the earth . . . You are the light of the world.”  Do you
realize that Jesus is stating fact and not possibility?  He does not say, if you
do this and that, you will be the salt of the earth.  Neither does he suggest that
if we will do thus and so, we will be the light of the world.  No, Jesus
categorically states to anyone who is listening, “You are the salt of the earth
. . . You are the light of the world.”  Right now, in this place, at this time, you
are salt.  You are light.

As children most of us sang that happy little song, “This Little Light of
Mine.”  Composer Harry Dixon Loes understood Jesus’ intention when he
wrote:

This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine . . .
Everywhere I go, I’m gonna let it shine . . . 
God give it to me, I’m gonna let it shine . . . 
All in my home, I’m gonna let it shine . . . 
“Don’t hide your light,” I’m gonna let it shine . . .
Let it shine, shine, shine, let it shine.1

And so we do . . . or we can, if we choose to let the light of Christ shine
through us.  When we do, it makes a world of difference.  When we don’t,
darkness creeps a little bit closer.

How do we let our light shine?  How do we add a little flavor to the
world?  Let me give you a few examples.

A friend of mine told me about his nephew who is a superb basketball
player but has been sidelined for a year with an injury.  He is understandably
frustrated that he cannot use his talent and play ball right now.  My friend told
him, “The big decisions in life are easy.  The choices are pretty clear.  But the
little decisions, the choices we make day by day, hour by hour, are different.
They are often harder to make because the difference sometimes seems
inconsequential.  Anyone can toss paint on a big canvas,” he said, “but the
little brush strokes are often what make the difference between art and a
masterpiece.  Pay attention to those small choices you make each day.  Do
you go to every practice and game and support your teammates or do you
choose to spend your time doing something else?  Either choice may be fine,
but one may make a bigger difference in the end.”

1Harry Dixon Loes, “This Little Light of Mine,” (ca. 1920); lyrics at: http://www.whatsoproudlywehail.org
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At a time when that young man needed some encouragement, needed
to know that he could still matter to his team, his uncle shined a little light his
way and made a huge difference in his life.

I had an opportunity to share lunch with another friend and the director
of one of our local ministries recently.  We set up the lunch so my friend could
learn more about the ministry since he had heard about it in church and was
curious about the ways in which it ministered directly to individuals.  We had
a nice lunch, shared a lot of good information, and got to know one another
better.  Before we left the table, however, my friend mentioned that he would
make a significant contribution to the ministry because of the good work that
it does.  He shined light into a place that is often threatened by the shadows
of lack of funding and support.  He made the director’s day much brighter.  He
helped illumine the path ahead for all the people that ministry assists.

Many of you know that the ladies in the Grace Sunday School class and
one of our Missions Circles have united for several years in order to support
a local family.  This family consists of a single mother and six children.  Over
the years they have helped this family move to better housing at least twice. 
They have provided clothes for the children, transportation to school when
needed, assistance with rent, appliances, food, medical care, and even pest
control.  On occasion they have even helped to clean the house.  With the
help of others in the congregation, they have made it possible for the mother
to get a job, begin a new career, and obtain reliable transportation.  I am
convinced that had this group of ladies not gotten involved, there would be no
way this family could have stayed together.  Inevitably the children would have
been farmed out to foster homes.  These ladies, however, saw a need and an
opportunity to do something good and right.  They shined some light into an
otherwise bleak situation.

This little light of mine . . . God wants to let it shine.  Jesus tells us that
the light is within us.  Certainly John identified Jesus as the light of the world
which shines into the darkness that cannot overcome it.  But Jesus said, “You
are the light of the world.”  You!  You have the light because you have Christ
in your life.  You have the light because you are a child of God.  You have the
light.  Let it shine.

Being compared to a city set on a hill can be rather daunting, can’t it? 
It sounds as if Jesus wants us to do things that are big and dramatic and seen
by everyone.  But that is not what Jesus suggested.  Jesus reminded his
listeners that when you light a candle in a house, you do not proceed to cover
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it up with a big basket.  That would be counterproductive.  Instead, you put it
on a lampstand so that it gives light to the entire house.  In the same way,
since God has put his light within us, we should not cover it up or hide it.  We
ought to let that light shine so that it gives light to other people and God is
glorified.

Light, even in small amounts, has an amazing capacity to illuminate the
surroundings.  Have you ever noticed how bright an LED light is at night?  The
thermostat to our heating and air conditioning system is located in the hallway
outside our bedroom.  It has a two tiny LED lights that are about the size of
a lady bug.  One is blue to indicate the air conditioning is on and the other one
is red to indicate the heat is on.  When all the house lights are turned off and
you settle into bed, the entire hall is illumined by whichever little light is on. 
And don’t dare walk into the kitchen where the clocks on the microwave, the
oven, and a radio shine as if a harvest moon is right outside the window.

I remember when we were in Warrenton and the fire code there required
that we install exit signs over the doorways which led to the outside exits. 
That sanctuary is a little smaller than ours but is large enough to seat about
300 people.  The exit signs sits about ten or twelve feet above the floor.  Mind
you, the purpose of the sign is to provide enough light in complete darkness
to guide people to the proper exit during an emergency.  When they were
installed, the electrician showed me that each sign held a six watt bulb–a
night light bulb.  I asked how in the world such a small light could provide
sufficient illumination in such a large room.  He pointed out that in total
darkness, even the smallest of lights will chase away the darkness.  He was
right.

You are the light of the world.  You are to let your light shine, but you do
not have to be brash about it.  The smallest act of kindness, the whispered
word of encouragement, the care provided to just one family can bring
abundant light to an otherwise dark situation.  When necessary, we can unite
our light and accomplish bigger things together.  Astronauts circling 240 miles
above the earth can distinguish large cities all over the world because the
combined light is simply more radiant.  Working together, problems like
poverty, hunger, homelessness, healthcare, injustice, and other large scale
issues can be addressed.  When we combine our little lights we can truly
brighten our world.  

We do not always let our light shine, do we?  Far too often we find some
big basket and hide our light away.  We keep the switch off and hold our light
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in reserve.  We may feel insecure or hesitant to act.  We may be uncertain
about what to do or when to do it.  We might not shine our light because we
figure someone else will shine their light.  We might not shine our light
because we do not want to share the light we have, thinking ours will be
diminished if we give it away.  We may not shine our light because the area
that we see as darkness may be frightening to us.  We may not shine our light
because we do not really care whether that particular darkness is chased
away or not.

Jesus tells us to pick up that basket and throw it away.  Let your light
shine so that it makes a difference in someone else’s life.  Let your light shine
so that someone’s world is changed.  Let your light shine so that other people
see that you are a child of God and God is honored.  Let your light shine
because it is within you and you cannot hide it forever.

What can you do this week to shine a little light in someone else’s life? 
What talent or skill do you possess that you are not now using in ministry to
someone else?  What dark corners of this community need your light?  Who
in this room could use a little illumination today?

This little light of mine . . . .  Will you let it shine?  For God’s sake and
the people to whom you will make a difference, let it shine.  Let it shine.  Let
it shine.  Amen.
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February 9, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

From the rising of the sun until its setting in the evening, we praise your
name, O God.  You have created all of the wonder, beauty, and diversity in
our world.  You have provided everything we need for a healthy and
meaningful life.  And you have fashioned us in your image, enlivened us with
your breath, and filled us with your Spirit.  We praise you, O God.

Because you have created us, we are yours, O Lord.  Take our lives
and create in us caring and inquisitive souls.  Guide our steps and lead us to
places where our gifts can best serve your larger purpose.  Open our minds
to better understand your gracious love for us.  And open our hearts to see
one another as sisters and brothers in Christ.

We are yours, O Lord, but we are not complete.  Where we fail to live
into your dreams for us, regenerate our desire to be the persons you created
us to be.  In areas where we have much to learn, teach us your ways and give
us strength to follow your direction.  When we have found a comfortable place
where we might live out our faith, disturb our complacency and stir up our
notion of what faith is all about.  Anytime we think we have attained spiritual
perfection, remind us that faith is best lived in seeking and most enjoyed in
discovering that there is yet more to be learned and experienced.

We are yours, O God, and we place our lives in your loving care. 
Provide for our needs when we are ill.  Bring us healing whenever possible,
comfort at every turn, and peace in all circumstances.  Leave us not alone,
but reassure us of your presence through the persons whom you send to care
for us.  Enable us to recognize Christ in acts of kindness, deeds of mercy, and
words of assurance.  Hold us securely through all of the trials and temptations
of life and remind us each day that we are your own; through Jesus Christ our
Lord.  Amen.


