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We are still, just barely now, within the season of Epiphany—the season of light.

The season which began with the new calendar year, with magi—wise foreigners—
following a bright light in the night sky to find the heralded newborn Jesus. The season
which will end next Sunday, with Jesus transfigured for a fleeting moment—positively,
belovedly, divinely glowing; his face shining like the sun, and his clothes bright as light.

The season during which we in the Church celebrate Jesus as light of the world.

That exact phrase describing Jesus comes from the gospel of John, specifically chapter
8, verse 12: *Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘| am the light of the world. Whoever
follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life."”

Now as we have noted many times before, that statement is one of seven I am”
statements found in the gospel of John. You won't find them in the other gospels,
Matthew, Mark and Luke, which is why biblical scholars largely question those
statements as authentic to Jesus; understanding them more likely as the early and
fragile Christian community putting words into Jesus' mouth.

| say that here to challenge traditional Christology; that is, Christian theology that looks
specifically at the person and nature and work of Jesus. Traditional Christology that
claims Jesus as “THE” light of the world, rather than *A” light of the world. A claim that is
used again and again to discount and dismiss the wisdom of other religious traditions,
as if there can only be one source of divine light. God help us if that were actually true.

Now I'm not suggesting here that Jesus’ light isn’t unique and extraordinary, showing us
the way of God. | wouldn't, we wouldn't, be here if that was the case. I'm just arguing
that we can—during the season of Epiphany and otherwise— rightly celebrate Jesus as
“light of the world” without insisting on Jesus' exclusive claim to that title.

In fact, such orthodox insistence actually diminishes and distorts and damages the
power of Jesus’ light in the world. We know that such orthodox Christian insistence,
along with its bastard cousin, white supremacy and white Christian nationalism, is



responsible for a long and ugly history of shadowed, terrorizing colonialism, oppression
and violence. A history and ongoing traumatic legacy in THIS country, played out on
THIS indigenous land, that fear-fueled Trump and company are so desperately trying to
whitewash, to erase from public display and school curriculums and semiquincentennial
celebrations. And largely and heretically, as has SO OFTEN been the case, in the name
of Jesus and in the name of God!

But history speaks, and God speaks, with or without the benefit of publicly, government-
sanctioned spotlight. The ancestors cry out for the justice they longed and fought and
died for but never experienced. And they cry out as the voice of God through those of
us still living. They “threaten us with resurrection,” as the Guatemalan poet, theologian
and human rights activist, Julia Esquivel Veldsquez, so powerfully describes it, if WE don'’t
hear and echo their cries, and use OUR voices and OUR votes and OUR hands and OUR
feet to carry on their work. God’s work.

History matters. Theology matters. Christology matters. Orthopraxy matters.

And on that note, OH BY THE WAY, our reading this morning from the gospel of Matthew
takes “light of the world” to a whole new level.

This is Jesus continuing his “Sermon on the Mount,” picking up where we left off last
week: "You are the light of the world.” YOU are! You, meaning all those who are
gathered by the thousands to hear this mysterious teacher and healer. Desperate for
light in the midst of ever darkening Roman occupation.

“A city built on a hill cannot be hid. People do not light a lamp and put it under the
bushel basket; rather they put it on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house.”

The metaphor is clear enough.

You may see me as the light of the world but I'm here to tell you that you are: “In the
same way, let YOUR light shine before others, so that they may see your good works
and give glory to your Creator in heaven.”

Let YOUR light shine.



You don't need to manufacture light. You don’t need to go searching for it. You just
need to let the divine light that is love and so is life, and that Jesus insists again and
again is ALREADY in you, out. That is what it means to let your light shine. That is what it
means to let your LIFE shine.

Meister Eckhart puts it, poetically, like this:

You are unending life
and love without beginning,

and this is the light that
You pour into my soul

which spills over to all
that | am and was and

will be—love unending
and life without

beginning, love
that becomes nothing

but radiance within me.

So upend those DAMN bushel baskets, Jesus says. You know the ones, in your head, in
your life, that do nothing but hide your light. The ones the world so readily weaves for
you.

The world NEEDS YOUR light as much as it needs mine, Jesus says, because ... the world
needs more light. Amen?g God help us if there was only one source of light!

| invite you to hear again these words we used to breathe our way into worship. A
poem from Roddy Hamilton:

In a world that is always asking us
to become something,
someone,

some success story,

In this place we say:
don’t become,

be

who we already are.

Don’t become light -
be the light you already are -
this is what God anciently placed in you.



Don't become salt -
be the salt you already are —

it is in this way you are known to God.

For from these elements:
Salt and Light,
God uniquely crafted you.

Don't become anything -

be who you are,

and discover the one who loves you
in your be-ing.

Hear that, friends: BE the light! YOU already ARE salt for the earth. YOU already ARE
lights of the world. So ACT like it, LOVE like it, LIVE like it, simply by being your God-given
beloved self, and allowing and enabling and empowering others to do the same.
Because the world needs more salt and the world needs more light. And God knows

the world needs more love. The kind of radical love that casts out fear.

Fear is the bushel basket that hides love’s light, our own and each other’s. Fear is the
bushel basket that denies life's abundance, our own and each other’s. Perfect love

casts out fear.

Jesus goes on to say to the gathered crowd: "Do not think that | have come to abolish
the Law or the Prophets; | have come not to abolish but to fulfill.” As he'll say elsewhere,
Jesus is about the spirit of the law, not the letter, orthopraxy (right action) not orthodoxy
(right believing). Pharisees and other keepers of law, beware: “For | tell you, unless your
righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the realm

of heaven.”

Mosaic law, the attempt to put into specific words, and specific ritual and practice,
God'’s intention for God's people, is ulfimately about love. And love demands justice. If
laws of any kind—in their letter or in their interpretation or in their practice—undermine
love, they are not just. And so they are worth no more than the paper they're printed

on.

Dr. King put it this way in his letter written from a Birmingham jail cell in 1963: “There are
just laws and there are unjust laws. | would be the first to advocate obeying just laws.
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One has not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one
has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws. ... Any law that uplifts human
personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust.”

Dr. King's contemporary, William Sloane Coffin, put it like this: “Love hallows individuality.
Love consecrates and never desecrates personality. Love demands that all our actions
reflect a movement toward and not away from nor against each other.” And | would
add, a movement toward and not away from nor against the whole of Creation—

including ourselves.

We can only truly, fully, let our light shine for others if we let our light shine for ourselves.

Amene Amen.

Laws and policies and procedures that act as BUSHEL BASKETS to love's light need to be
broken. Don't just get rid of them. Better yet, turn ‘em upside down and use them the
way they were meant to be used, filled with the life-giving fruits of the harvest. Fear is
the bushel basket turned upside down. Love is the bushel basket turned right side up.

Imagine!

Jesus borrows the light-as-metaphor-for-love concept from the prophets. Look no further
than our reading from Isaiah.

The prophet is upset about the ongoing hypocrisy of God's people, those who follow
the rules of, say, fasting, while, say, still oppressing their workers. “You fast only to quarrel
and to fight and to strike with a wicked fist.”

Fasting is not righteousness, justice is. Orthodoxy is not righteousness, orthopraxy is. It's
about right and just and interdependent relationship.

Hear the words of the prophet: “Is not this the fast that | choose: to loose the bonds of
injustice, to undo the straps of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break

every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor
into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them and not to hide yourself from

your own king”



And hear these words of the prophet and all the prophets echo, FULFILLED, in Jesus’
insistence that WE are the light of the world: “Then,”"—THEN—"your light,"—YOUR LIGHT—
"shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly; your vindicator
shall go before you; the glory of the HOLY ONE shall be your rear guard.”

Let your light shine, the light that is already in you like Jesus says the kindom of God is
already in you. Put it on the lampstand to help light the whole house. Put it on the hill to
help light the whole city. Let it break forth like the dawn in a world crippled with the
darkness of fear and injustice and oppression and violence.

“If,"—IF—"you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing of the finger, the
speaking of evil, if,"—IF—"you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the
afflicted, then your light,”—YOUR LIGHT—"shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be
like the noonday.”

When that light shines, it spreads.

This is the Persian Sufi mystic poet, Rumi:

Light again, and the one who brings light!
Change the way you live!

From the ocean vat, wine fire in each cup!
Two or three of the long dead wake up.
Two or three drunks become lion hunters.

Sunlight washes a dark face.

The flower of what's true opens in the face.
Meadowgrass and garden ground grow damp again.
A strong light like fingers massages our heads.

No dividing these fingers from those.

Draw back the dead bolf.

One level flows into another.
Heat seeps into everything.

The passionate pots boil.

Clothing tears into the air.

Poets fume shreds of steam,
never so happy as out in the light!



“If you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of
evil, if you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your
light shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be like the noonday.”

THEN the HOLY ONE will satisfy your needs in parched places and make your bones
strong. And not just YOUR needs but each other’s needs. Remember, always, that, YES,
God IS the shepherd who leaves the 99 to find the lost one, the individual, but only to
bring the lost one back into the fold, into the whole. The HOLY ONE insists that our needs
in parched places will be satisfied and our bones will be made strong in community.

Ameng Amen!

THEN, continues the prophet, you shall be like a watered garden.
THEN you shall be like a spring of water whose waters never fail.
THEN your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt.

THEN you shall raise up the foundations of many generations.
THEN you shall be called the repairer of the breach.

THEN you shall be called the restorer of streets to live in.

Imagine.

Friends, you are already the salt and light of the world because you are already bearers
of God’s love. It's in you. So BE the salt. And BE the light you and we and the world so

desperately need.

May it be so.



