Sermon for Fifteenth Sunday of Pentecost, September 13. 2009

Isaiah 45:21-25, Psalm 98, Philippians 2:5-11, John 12:31-36

                                                       The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle

Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake you.
It has been thirty-five years since I sat four rows away from Mother Teresa at a morning Prayer Breakfast in New Orleans. I will never forget her face and I have a photo of her on my wall in memory of that morning. But what I took away from that meeting was one of the stories she told. Two of her sisters in India would walk past this elderly gentleman’s home each evening and were uncomfortable about knocking on his door as they did to other folks. So, one day they stopped early in the day and asked him to leave a candle burning in the window. “Why should I?” he asked. “I’m blind. I don’t need a candle.” The sisters went on to explain that they come past his home late in the evening and, if he had a candle in his window, they would know he was awake and would visit with him. The next evening as the sisters came down the road they saw a candle in his window. Yes, he was awake, and Yes, he would like them to visit him.


A scout troop visited a cave and went into it as far as they could. It took the leaders about five minutes to get the troop to turn off their lights and be quiet for a minute. Then the smallest light was turned on. A simple small small light but enough to make one breathe better, to take the edge of the fear and enough to give hope.


When driving across country at night one can go for miles without seeing any sign of life. Then off in the distance there is the light of a farm house. Small, dim, yet bright enough to take the edge of the darkness and again give hope to those on the road that there is someone else around.


We joke about moths being attracted to the light but the reality is that we too look for the light. We do not like being in darkness. We want to see colors, shapes, sizes. We can feel textures, taste, smell, but it is different if we cannot see it. Those who loose their eyesight talk about the sadness of losing the memory of the things they once saw. They can’t see them even in the mind’s eye. A young boy in school was, initially a nuisance. His teacher could not keep him in one place. Finally she discovered he could not see much, literally, beyond his nose. So, she called his parents, had him tested and when he 
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returned with glasses he wanted to touch everything, he wanted to know the names of the different colors, he no longer walked into walls or desks or people. What the teacher noticed as a new spark of life in him, a light  in his eyes. He could see for the first time in five years and it was a whole new way of life to him.


People who suffer through a loss; those immerse themselves in recovery from addiction, those who get their mental life back thanks to good medications, all of them are a light to the world. They see themselves differently. They see others differently. They see the world differently. They understand the words of Jesus, “do not put your light under a bushel but put it on a lamp stand for all to see it.” This is not pride. This is the joy of the gift of light shining within that knows its source of power and they know they are but a conduit for the light of God shining through them.


Those who have walked in the darkness of addiction, of abuse, of divorce, separation, death of a loved one, know that Grief is a process in which you can often feel alone, that your light has gone out, that you’re running on empty, that there’s no energy left for self or others. Walking in this darkness we often have no idea where we are going             and sometimes we reach the point where we don’t care. We withdraw from the world around us, from friends, and even from ourselves. Those who have thought of or attempted suicide know that what kept them from completion was a small light however dim deep within them that pointed on one direction or another to where they found help, hope and recovery.

              Walk while you have the light. As we move into the season of Fall and the evening shadows grow longer, the sun goes down earlier, we understand the meaning of walk while you have the light perhaps in a more literal sense than was meant in the gospel of John. In a spiritual sense also it is clear. We say words like “take care of yourself” and all too often in a rather off handed manner. Yet the words “Take care of yourself” is one way of understanding “walk in the light.” It is when we cease to take care of ourselves that we run into problems physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually. There’s an old piece of advice in the Mental Health community that we can all use. It says “HALT” which is an acronym for: Don’t get Too Hungry, too Angry, too Lonely, or  too Tired. It 
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does not tell us not to get Hungry, Angry, Lonely or Tired. Rather it tells us not to lose our balance in life. If we get too Hungry, too angry, or too lonely or too tired we loose our balance and as a result we can easily lose our direction and lose our light however temporarily. 

               There are those who never seem to lose contact with the light. For whatever reason, they seem to maintain a level of balance in their lives that attracts others to them like moths to a light. They draw the light out from others and give them hope, peace, confidence and joy. 


St. Paul says, Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus. This could just as easily be rephrased to say, “ Let the same light be in you that was in Christ Jesus.” The Gospel of St. John sees Jesus as a light to the world. As John put it: a light shone in darkness and the darkness did not comprehend it. John has Jesus saying, I have come into the world as a light, so that no one who believes in me should stay in darkness. To believe in Jesus, to be a follower, is to carry that light into the world wherever we are. We go into what is often referred to as the darkness of the workplace and we are challenged to be the light to the world, to uphold ethical standards, to treat others fairly, to respect one another. Sometimes this can be a challenge for each of us whether we are working or students in college or school.    

                   Again John says, Put your trust in the light while you have it, so that you may become sons of light. Imagine going in to a cave with a flashlight and not turning it on just in case you might wear out the battery. The flashlight will only work if the person carrying it uses it. As is said of the twelve step recovery programs, “It works if you work it.” We are not going to become beacons of light if we do not let our light shine. We are not going to be a light to the world if we hide our God given gifts and talents. We are challenged to put our trust in the light. In other words we know we are not the source of our own light. It comes through us from a power greater than ourselves whom we call God.  

            John says of Jesus; In him was life and that life was the light of men. Life and light go together. In Jesus we find not only the meaning of life but in him we find life. It 
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is easy for us to day to say, “Oh, yes, that’s true but Jesus was the Son of God, he can do anything.” Sometimes our understanding of the term Son of God blinds us to the humanity of Jesus. He was rejected, misunderstood, called names, lied about, vilified, and 

yet he remained a light to the world. He did so because he made the choice not to let the darkness of the world extinguish the light within him. In the midst of opposition he never stopped being himself, a Son of God committed to making the light shine in the world in a way that was different than before and his light lived on after his death in what we call the resurrection experience.

                The psalmist writes; The Lord is my light and my salvation, whom shall I fear? 

Just as the Buddha taught his disciples to overcome fear with Love, so too did Jesus teach his disciples by word and example the meaning of love and how love can overcome fears.

Many of us say we trust in God but our actions indicate we trust the stock market, we trust our investments, we trust our instincts much more than we trust in God.

                 To trust in God means that we not only take care of our finances etc. but that we know at a deep level that in the end the ultimate meaning of life is the spiritual life, the interior life, and it is there that we discover the meaning of life and being a light to the world.

           Today we celebrate Holy Cross day. It might seem like a contradiction to have Holy Cross day combined with a reading on Light but this is exactly what the life and light of Jesus are all about. It is in dying to self that we become open to the light of God shining in us and shining through us to the world around us. It is in dying to self that we become open to God directing our lives and leading us where we do not wish to go. It is in carrying our cross, our character defects, that we become humble and ask God’s help with our weaknesses so that we can be a light and a source of strength for others. It is when we die to self that we become a light to the world and become consciously aware of God’s presence within us, guiding us, directing us, protecting us.

                        John put into the mouth of Jesus the words, When I am lifted up I will draw all people to myself.  Even in death the light of Jesus was not extinguished, his life lived beyond death and his light continues to shine. To have the mind of Christ, to have 
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the light of Christ we too need to die to self and let the light within us shine. Being children of the light we can sing: 

This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine, Let it shine, Let it shine.



Hide it under a bushel? No! I'm gonna let it shine
Hide it under a bushel? No! I'm gonna let it shine
Hide it under a bushel? No!  I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine, Let it shine, Let it shine.

This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine,I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine,I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine,Let it shine,Let it shine.

Don't let Satan blow it out,  I'm gonna let it shine
Don't let Satan blow it out, I'm gonna let it shine
Don't let Satan blow it out, I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine, Let it shine, Let it shine.

This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little ligt of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine, Let it shine, Let it shine.


Shine all over [name of town] I'm gonna let it shine
Shine all over [name of town] I'm gonna let it shine
Shine all over [name of town] I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine, Let it shine, Let it shine.

This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine, Let it shine, Let it shine.

Let it shine til Jesus comes, I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine til Jesus comes, I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine til Jesus comes, I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine, Let it shine, Let it shine.

This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine
Let it shine, Let it shine, Let it shine. 

