3rd Sunday after Epiphany 08   Annual Meeting
“Time to Turn On The Light”

As many of you know I have been working as a Holocaust educator for almost 20 years now, teaching here in the parish, teaching in the Synod and teaching at Drew University and at the College of St. Elizabeth.  Early in this teaching ministry I became convinced that we needed to deal with issues of hatred and bigotry and anti-Semitism not just as historical events, but as current problems.  And so about a dozen years ago, after talking with some of our folks here, I called the Summit Jewish Community Center and asked the Rabbi, a fellow by the name of Bill Horn, if he would be interested in exploring things we might be able to do together with our two congregations. He gave a quick, affirmative response and invited me over to explore possibilities.  I walked into his office and it was filled with Yankee memorabilia.  And playing softly in the background was Frank Sinatra.  And in that moment I knew I’d found a kindred spirit.  We sat and talked about the Yankees; about old blue eyes; about our respective times growing up in New York City; and eventually we got around to talking about ministry possibilities.  And so began the Jewish Christian dialogues a dozen years ago, a ministry that John Everson so faithfully nurtures for us.  And so began a very special friendship that Carol and I have with Bill and Dena.  They have honored us by inviting us to join their family at the Passover Seders at their home and they have been dear, dear friends who are so loving and so caring and so special in our lives.  And in these dozen years, the relationships that have grown, now including Rabbi Friedman and Pastor Walt, have enriched our lives in ways we never could have imagined.  There is a special kinship between our two communities.
And so it was a year ago December, when the ugly anti-Semitism that lies just beneath the surface in most of our communities, when that anti-Semitism reared its ugly head in a New Providence Town Council meeting, immediately, we got calls here at Faith from so many in both the Jewish and the wider Town community.  Letting us know what had happened and inviting our support.  The next Town Council meeting saw hundreds in the Council Chamber where normally there are a dozen people.  There was hurt and there was anger and there was outrage.  And there was an apology from the Council member involved.  And there was a clear sense that the Town needed to address the bigotry around us in all its subtle and not so subtle forms.

Long story short.  Pastor spent the last year working with the clergy in what I often describe as corralling cats.  This man has the patience of job.  That it took months to produce a statement condemning hatred…and then to have some in the religious community refuse to sign it…(no question why some people get fed up and leave the church)…but thank God a stand was taken and the Spirit stirred.  And you know…this was not so much about New Providence alone.  This goes on in all the communities around us.  We saw the mess and we saw the time of new beginnings.  Out of it all came a new Interfaith Clergy group that Pastor leads.  A group that planned the first Interfaith Thanksgiving service back in November.  Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus…came for that overflow evening down the street at St. Andrews.  One of our lay folks commented…you clergy didn’t have to do anything or say anything.  Just seeing you all standing there together was a bold proclamation in itself.  And what a special evening it was.  And while Pastor was chasing the clergy cats, I was wrestling with the politicians, serving as the co-chair with Rabbi Gershon of the Mayor’s newDiversity Task Force.  I have come to understand glacial speed when it comes to dealing with the political process.  And yet bit by bit, change came, the holidays were addressed, and the Town moved forward with new understandings of who we are in this community and where we’re headed.  If there was a special moment that best culminated this very long year, it came on the night of December 6 on our lawn.  Through an interesting turn of events our Family invited the Jewish community of New Providence to erect their Menorah on our lawn for Chanukah, since there is no synagogue in town.  And God bless Lee Daniels our Property Chair for serving as the construction manager for the Menorah…who’d have thunk it.  And when that bitter cold Thursday night came, so did the people.  So many, that we had to call the Police for assistance crossing people on the street.  There was one tiny spot light that quickly was obscured by the crowd.  And as a couple of hundred people from the three synagogues and as many congregations gathered around the Menorah in the darkness, there was sense of hope and expectation.  And when Rabbi Friedman through the switch lighting the first three candles for that third night of Chanukah what a special moment it was when that light came on.  There were teenagers from Faith, their arms around their Jewish friends…worshipping together for the first time.  There were countless faces with tears streaming down their cheeks.  And midst songs of joy and prayers of hope there was a wonderful sense of what a memorable evening it was.  It was time.  It was time to turn on that light to see the world the way that God intended it.  
We have powerful lessons today that talk about that light of God.  Isaiah reminds us that in this sinful world, we live in a land of deep darkness:  Covered by our sin; smothered by our selfishness; our greed and our arrogance blinding us to the opportunities that God puts before us.  You know during my recovery this last year, sleep often got to be at a premium.  I’d be up at night and so as to not wake Carol, I’d head downstairs in the darkness to the TV room.  I knew exactly how many steps to the steps down to the living room.  I knew exactly where all the furniture was.  And I could wend my way into the TV room just fine. Unless one of us left something out of place.  Unless I was distracted and missed my count at the steps.  And what a disaster that gets to be very quickly.  And yet that’s how we so often live.  We get used to our own dark little worlds and God knows how much we miss.  How much we stumble.  And that’s why this image of light coming to shine on us is so powerful.  Our Gospel makes it plain, with the coming of Jesus God sends light to the people in their darkness.  He sends hope to the people sitting in despair.  He sends life to those facing death.  And in our baptisms, God says here’s your mission.  But its an uphill battle because it is a sinful world.
Our second lesson tells the story of that Corinthian congregation…just years after Jesus and already they’re fighting and they’re divided…and they’re so consumed in their darkness that Paul has to remind them who they are and why they are here.  Any of you ever see congregations like that?  I’ll bet we all have.  And that’s why Jesus comes again and again and calls us, just like in the Gospel today…to follow him…to turn the lights on in God’s world…so that people can see all that God has put before them.

And that is what the ministry of this Family is about.  Its understanding that it's time to turn on the light.  God willing, its what we do here every Sunday.  My friend and I look around and we understand where many of you have been in the last week.  Struggling with work issues.  Struggling with school problems.  Struggling with relationships.  Struggling with health issues.    And God willing...the light goes on here...as we constantly seek to proclaim a God who walks with us every step of the way...a God who brings Easter hope and light to the darkness that so often surrounds us and fills our lives.  In the words of the Gospel...for those who sit in the region and shadow of death, light has dawned.

It's time to turn on the light.  God willing, its what happens in those classrooms down the hall, every week day in our Nursery School; every Sunday in Sunday Church School and Youth and Adult Forum; and countless week days in our Adult studies.  The light goes on filling lives with an ever growing awareness of God's love and God’s care.   The light goes on as our salvation history is shared.

Its time to turn on the light.  God willing that's what happens in those hills in Tennessee; in the Soup Kitchen line in Newark; at the bedsides at Broadway house; in the bed rooms and living room of our Hospitality guests; on the slopes of Kilimanjaro; in food drives, clothing drives, book bag collections and more...as thousands are touched by reminders of God's love.  Where there are glimmers of hope put in people's lives...where the darkness gives way to God's glorious light. 
And I guess that's the choice Christians constantly face.  We can sit in the darkness, oblivious to the world around us and blind to the gifts of God that daily fill our lives.  We can sit in the darkness with all of our fears; all of our ignorance; all of our despair.  We can stumble in the darkness, missing all those opportunities God gives us to live out the grace of our baptisms.  Or like those first disciples, when the invitation comes, we can get up and follow Jesus. And thank God when we do.
For our eyes have seen the glory of the Lord in all its brilliance.  The glorious light that burst the tomb on Easter giving us hope and life for our darkest days.  The glorious light that filled that first Pentecost with a Spirit that drove the church out into the world.  The glorious light that constantly touches each of our lives with God's grace and love-enabling us to begin each day anew as a forgiven child of God.  Our eyes have seen the glory of the Lord...and that's why we constantly are searching for new ministries...because we know its time to turn on the light.

