
Sermon by Rev. Terry MacArthur
On Matthew 5:13-20
Geneva, 6 February 2011

Do you suppose they thought it was a strange light in the morning sun?
There was no bushel to hide it. It was intended for all to see.
Not ordinary, such a light at 11h30 in the morning, hot and alive with flames.
A strong, brutal, deadly light, a strong, brutal, potentially life-giving light.
The life-giving part remains to be seen.
But there is no doubt, it was a light.

He never graduated from high school, but he was putting his sister through college.
He had learned to skirt the police. But that day, he did not avoid them.
We don't know much about what happened.
A woman government official ended up slapping him.
He was beaten. His cart of produce confiscated. His electronic scale tossed on the ground.
He went to complain. He had had enough.
No response. None.
"He would be a light," he warned. But he was just a street peddler. No response needed. None.
He had borrowed money to buy the produce and there would be no recouping the loss.
No way forward against the grinding degradation.
So he alighted himself.
We don't know whether it was gasoline or paint thinner, but he poured it on himself and the flames crackled
around him in front of the governors office in Sidi Bouzid, in rural Tunisia. And he burned bright enough that
the then president of the country went to visit him. But in 18 days he died.

But the light did not.
It is too soon to make any brave extrapolations about how much good the protests will actually do. I
remember the youth protest in the late sixties, Joan Baez and Give peace a chance. How quickly it melted into
the conspicuous consumption of the years to follow. The system did not change very much. Maybe it actually
got worse, because the idealism had been cynically eaten away with the acid of getting on making money.

But, however awful the means, we cannot deny that one man, Muhammad Bouazizi, 26 years old, was the
impetus for something few expected. He remains a light.

Surely, Jesus does not have in mind self-immolation, when he says to us, You are the light of the world. It is a
terrible, ugly, excruciatingly painful way to die. Or might he have included it? Crosses in Pilate's day were not
so beautiful either.

Don't put the light under a bushel, Jesus warns. Jesus didn't know, of course, about facebook and twitter,
which kept the Tunisian regime from putting the protest under a bushel. There are bushels a plenty out there.
Every dictator has their stock to keep people shut up. But some lights are too strong even for dictators.

The cost is terrible. No one really knows how many people have died in Egypt. No one knows how many
more will die. Even more difficult, no one knows whether in the end any of this will help ordinary people live,
whether the captives will find a freedom which some new populist doesn't steal away from them. As St. Paul
says, "Eye has not seen, nor ear heard." But on Friday I prayed with the people in the square in Egypt that
God would hear their cry,
that the prophet Isaiah would rise up again shouting,
"Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring upquickly;
your vindicator shall go beforeyou, the glory of the Lord shall be your rearguard.
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Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer; you shall cry for help, and God will say, Here I am."

We can glimpse a possibility that the needs of the afflicted might have a chance of being satisfied,
that the hungry might have a chance at bread,
that the yoke of oppression might at long last be overthrown.

And this hope started with one tragic, fed-up young man, who said, "Enough,"
and became a light.
It continued with young people in Tahrir square. Doesn't it sometimes give you goose pimples, to think of all
those young people standing their ground against the razors of Mubarak's thugs.
There are so many lights. And I don't care whether they call themselves Christian or Muslim, or secularist or
blogger joggers. They are standing, and saying again and again, the world can be different. No bushels can
hide the flame of freedom that is there.

And what of us. Jesus wasn't preaching to the teenagers of Tunis. He was preaching to the crowd on the
mountain side. And his words come roaring down on us, or better said, they come blowing underneath us
making us like clouds, not martyrs, but the community of the light-minded ready to shine. Notice I said,
'light-minded,' not 'like-minded.'

In the next couple of weeks we will challenge one another to be light-minded, to find the means to support
this community, and not only to support it, but to see it discover again how to balance itself on the lampstand.
We call this a stewardship campaign. It comes with commitment forms and the strong hope that you will
prayerfully consider the many ways you can contribute. It helps our planning to know about your
commitment. It helps you put God's work at the front of your agenda, not just as an afterthought, or something
to do when all other options have become boring, but in a conscious way. Part of any stewardship campaign is
reminding ourselves of the Biblical mandate that 10 per cent of our income is a tithe for God's work. Each one
of us are part of the light of Christ and Jesus calls us to shine, not so we publicize ourselves, but so that the
light of Christ glows over Geneva like the sun reflecting off Mt. Blanc, so we not only feed people in the soup
kitchen,
but we provide hope to those struggling to build up communities all over the world,
so the poor have a chance,
and the put down find their own way of rising up,
hopefully not with any more self-immolations,
not with the flames of gasoline and the acrid smell of burning flesh,
but with the love of Jesus that just will not stop.
And even if we feel burnt up and burnt out,
we can shine with a spirit that comes from outside of us,
which says we belong to one another, and together we can be light.

Nelson Mandela once said,
Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.
Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.
It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us.
We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous?
Actually, who are you not to be?
You are a child of God.
Your playing small doesn't serve the world.
There is nothing enlightened about shrinking
so that other people won't feel insecure around you.

We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.

2



It's not just in some of us; it's in everyone!
And as we let our own light shine,
We unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.
As we are liberated from our own fear,
Our presence automatically liberates others. Nelson Mandela

There is no escape, neither for you nor for me. Jesus may have been on the mountain side, but he looks
straight at us today and says, You, yes you, yes you, right there, you are the light of the world. Get up on that
lampstand and shine. Amen.
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