The Fourth Sunday in Lent
April 3, 2011
Text:  Ephesians 5:8-14
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

The Great Awakening.  Do you remember learning about that in your high school American history class?  It was a revival of Christian faith that quickly spread across New England, having begun in 1734 at Jonathan Edward’s church in Northampton, Massachusetts.  

Edwards had just begun preaching a sermon series on justification by faith, and the response among his listeners was electrifying.  In a letter, Edwards wrote:
This town never was so full of Love, nor so full of Joy, nor so full of distress as it has lately been…I never saw the Christian spirit in Love to Enemies so exemplified in all my Life as I have seen it within this half-year.

This Great Awakening was spreading like wildfire throughout the American colonies.  George Whitefield, the great Methodist evangelist from England, began preaching in America.   Henry Muhlenberg, a Lutheran pastor in Philadelphia, told of a German-speaking woman, who, after hearing Whitefield preach, claimed that she had never in all her life been so edified – though she didn’t understand a word of English!  That was the first American Great Awakening.
There was a Second Great Awakening later on in that same century, after the American Revolution, from about 1797 to 1801.  In that second revival of faith, even Yale College was affected.  A student wrote home:

Yale College is a little temple; prayer and praise seem to be the delight of the greater part of the students.
Today, from our Second Reading, Paul urges us:  Sleeper, awake!  Now that passage from Ephesians has a couple of different metaphors going at the same time:  
· Darkness and light;

· Sleeping and awakening.

The metaphors are different, but they have some similarities, don’t they? 
· We usually sleep when it’s dark at night;

· We usually are awake when it’s light during the day.

What’s interesting is that Paul combined those same two metaphors – darkness & light, sleeping & awakening – in his letter to the Romans.  Listen to this, from Romans chapter 13, and see how similar it is to our Ephesians passage:

You know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep…the night is far gone, the day is near.  Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.

Romans 13:11-12

Moving from darkness to light, awakening from sleep – those are both metaphors for coming to faith.  They are metaphors for baptism.  In fact, some have thought that this part of Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians sounds like a baptism sermon!
Most importantly, these metaphors are grace metaphors.  Notice how starkly Paul says it to the Ephesians:  Once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light.  He doesn’t say once you were “in darkness” and now you are “in the light.”  No:  Once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light.
There is no question here of the flaring up of a light which had already, secretly, been burning low in us.  No, this is a light which has shined on us from the outside – from God, not ourselves! – but is also now lighting us within.  This light is a gift of God’s grace!
Light, of course, is an extremely important biblical symbol…beginning with the very first creation story.  Light was made on the very first day of creation:  God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.  This is God’s light, and this is God’s doing.

The creation story, of course, is familiar, but have you ever noticed in that story that light gets created on the first day….but the sun, moon, and stars are not created until the fourth day!  How can there be light without any sources of light?

What the story is saying, I believe, is that this light comes from God!  The first chapter of Genesis is saying, “God is light.”  The last chapter of Revelation, at the very end of the Bible, says the same thing!  Speaking of the Kingdom of God at the very end of time, the last chapter of the Bible says, And there will be no more night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light!
The light that Paul is talking about here is all grace.  It does not depend upon us, it comes to us as a gift from God.

You may have seen icons before, those pictures of the saints which are so revered and valued in the Orthodox Church.  I have one here which was made in Haiti, so I doubt that it really comes from an Orthodox icon-writer.  But you can notice the halos of light that surround the heads of the Virgin Mother Mary and her son, Jesus, sitting on her lap.

They say that in the more traditional Orthodox icons, the skin of the person portrayed has a luminous quality to it.  It actually looks like the saint is glowing, and that’s what the icon-writer intends.  The light of Christ is so present in the life of the saint that his or her skin seems transparent.  In other words, the light of Christ shows through them.

It’s like that apocryphal story of the college professor who took his little son to the university chapel on a bright, sunny day.  Looking at the stained-glass windows with the sun shining through, the father said to his son, “Those windows show pictures of the saints.  Do you know who the saints are?”  And the little boy responded, “Yes, the saints are the ones who the sun shines through.”
That’s precisely what Paul does with this image of light in our Ephesians passage today.  Of course, it all begins with grace, with God’s light shining upon us.  But that grace then becomes a power in our lives that shines through us.  Did you hear that today?

· Paul writes:  For the fruit of the light is found in all that is good and right and true.
· Try to find out what is pleasing to the Lord, Paul says.

· Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness.
Now there’s that word darkness:  that’s where we’re not supposed to live, that’s what we’re not supposed to do.  A blog that I read has had its own March Madness Tournament…oh, not basketball, but this tournament is one that narrows down an initial list of great books into a Sweet Sixteen, a group of eight, a Final Four, and then finally a winner.  One of the books that made it into the Final Four was Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness….the story of that evil ivory trader in the Congo jungle who descends into darkness:  The horror, the horror!
Do you remember how darkness and light figured in the story of the Apostle Paul coming to faith?  Paul – at that time called Saul – had been a Pharisee, a persecutor of the early Christians.  Until he had that experience on the road to Damascus.  And remember?  

Suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him.  He was blinded by that light – living in a darkness that mirrored his unbelief.  
His sight was only restored after his encounter with Ananias, who passed on the Christian faith to him.  Then Paul became the greatest missionary the Church has ever known....his whole life the story of a journey from darkness into light!
Physicians have now diagnosed a mood disorder known by its initials as SAD:  Seasonal Affective Disorder…a kind of depression that occurs in some people especially during the winter months when there is so much less sunlight.
If this passage from Ephesians is indeed a baptismal sermon, it is not hard for us to let our imaginations run free.  Can’t you almost see these Ephesian Christians, early, early in the morning on an Easter Sunday, emerging from the waters of Baptism even as the first light of Easter is dawning?  Many scholars, in fact, think that the last line of our passage today is taken from a baptismal hymn:
Sleeper, awake!

Rise from the dead,

And Christ will shine on you.

And now, of course, the metaphor of light and darkness gives way to the metaphor of sleep and awakening.  I have always loved the story that Leslie Newbigin tells about himself in his autobiography.  It’s a story I love to repeat when we Moravian Daily text readers get together at the beginning of every new year to orient ourselves to the Moravian Daily Scripture Texts.  

Newbigin was one of the great missionary leaders of the church back in the last century, having been very instrumental in the ecumenical creation of the Church of South India in the 1950’s.  But Newbigin had not always been a Christian.  He came to faith when he was at Cambridge, having been impressed by the Christian faith of a fellow student:

If I wanted to be a Christian, how would I begin?  Without a moment of hesitation he replied:  ‘Buy an alarm clock.’

The point, of course, being that Newbigin would need to get up early to read Scripture and pray!

St. Augustine described his own life, prior to his conversion, as an awakening from sleep:

Oh, [he said], I thought about you, God, but my thoughts were like those of a sleeper, who would like to get up but just can’t drag himself out of bed.  I had no answer to give you, God, except slow and sleepy words:  At once…just a little longer, please.  But my “at once” never happened; my “just a little longer, please” went on for a long while.

That reminds me of my college days sleeping in a third-floor open-air dorm with ten bunkbeds in it.  And someone’s alarm clock would go off, and they’d just hit the snooze button….again and again and again!

God’s light in our lives is there to wake us up, and get about the business of being disciples.  That’s why, at every baptism, we give a candle to the newly baptized and we say, Let your light so shine before others that they may see your good works and give glory to our Father in heaven.

Another apocryphal story – this one, the last one – about a little girl coming home from church one day, turning to her mother and saying, “Mommy, the pastor’s words this morning confused me.  Pastor said that God is bigger than we are.  Is that right?”   The Mom nodded.

“But then he also said that God lives inside us.  Is that true, too?”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

“Well, then,” concluded the little girl, “if God is bigger than us and he lives in us, wouldn’t he show through?”

Just so.

