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Tending Light 
October 5, 2008

Rev. Dr. Zina Jacque

Leviticus 6:8-13, John 8:12, I Peter2:9-10

When I think of the presence of light, my heart and mind turn to the writings of Victor Frankl.  Frankl was born in Vienna in 1905.  During his lifetime he earned both a PhD and M.D. from the University of Vienna, becoming a renowned neurologist and psychiatrist.  But, after establishing himself as a premier physician and before coming to the United States to lecture at Harvard and Stanford, Frankl survived three years (1942-1945) as a prisoner in the concentration camp at Theresienstadt.  But the key word in the prior sentence is survived, he survived.  
In his book Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl writes about how the prisoners of the camp survived the apathy, disillusionment and bitterness that rose up as they existed behind walls of wire and waves of grief.  Ultimately Frankly suggests that it was the emotion of hope that saved him and others; hope that this was not the end, hope that good people would arrive and reverse the evil that was being propagated, hope that they would live beyond the walls and see another day; a day filled with freedom and food, warmth and love.

In one place in the book Frankl describes a farmhouse whose silhouette could be seen in the daylight.  But he goes on to say that the farm house helped him derive meaning not in the light of day but during the darkness before dawn.  In the dim of a moonless night he and others in the camp could see the light of the family’s fire glowing in the dark.  They could see it and it provided hope; hope that someone was living a normal life; hope that some family was preparing a simple meal, hope that if this could be true for the family in the farm house; then maybe one day, some day, it could be true for them.
It seems as if Frankl surmised that the presence of light was the power of hope.  The presence of light drew the prisoner’s eyes into a dream of hope.  And as it was for Frankl and those who survived with him in the camp, so I believe it was for those who journeyed with Aaron and Moses in the darkness of a wilderness journey.  
When we meet the children of Israel in this morning’s Leviticus text, they have just been launched on a journey from Egypt to a place that God had not yet named or shown.  Though they were not behind walls of wire they did not know what lay ahead or how they would survive.  They were in the dark, afraid and it seems, short of hope.  In fact, just a few chapters back, right after they were freed from Egypt, some who followed Moses cried out from fear, “Why have you brought us into this wilderness to die?  At least in Egypt we could have died at home and with our bellies full.”
  

The ones who loved God and followed Moses seemed to be on a journey without hope and so when we meet them in sixth chapter of Leviticus we find that their God has chosen to send them a sign.  We find Jehovah Jireh, the God who provides, has chosen to give them a light, a light on the altar that must never go out.  It was a light of presence, the presence of God who had decided to tabernacle with them.  It was a light of power, the power of God to keep God’s people no matter what.  Their God had chosen to give them a light in the form of a fire that burned on the altar.  A fire that Aaron and the priests were to tend morning and night, a fire that was never to go out. 
In Jewish synagogues around the world the descendent of this very light still shines on every altar.  It is called the ner tamid (נר תמיד) and translated it means "eternal flame" or "eternal light."  It still shines bringing gladness to hearts, it still shines speaking through its flame that God is still present, still bringing hope that God’s people may live and thrive.

But we are God’s people too.  Yet, when we look around we have no ner tamid, no eternal light, no fire always burning.  And, we have no priests who are descendent from the line of Aaron to tend it if it were here.  So what does this Leviticus text have to say to us today?  
The answer to this question lies in the letter Peter wrote to his community of believers well over a millennium ago.  Peter writes to those who followed Christ then – and who follow Christ now – that the line of priests that began with Aaron, the line of priests who tend to the things of God, the light of God, has not gone extinct but has instead been extended to you and to me.  Peter tells us that we, yes you and me, we who follow Christ, are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a peculiar people.  We are now the ones who must praise God; who must tend the light of on the altar.  But this time the altar is not in a moveable tent.  This time the altar is not in the Temple in Jerusalem.  This time the altar is the altar of our hearts.  We, you and I, are a royal priesthood – appointed by God from the foundation of the earth and anointed by the Holy Spirit in our baptism – we are the ones who are now called to tend the light.
  

And what is the light that we tend on the altar of our hearts?  Is it the fire and light that adorned the altar in Leviticus 6,
 is it the fire and light that led the children of Israel in their journey from Egypt to freedom?  Is it the light that Frankl saw from the dark night of the concentration camp?  No, as powerful and as important as are each of these lights, for those of us who call our selves Christians; for those of us who seek to do what the morning anthem calls us to do to follw Christ; the light that we are called to tend is the light about which John speaks in his Gospel. The light we must tend is the light of Christ, for in John’s Gospel Jesus says I am the light of the world.  If you follow me, Jesus says, you will not be in darkness but you will have the light of life.  The verb “have” means Christ’s light is ours, the verb “have” means it belongs to us.  Like the priests of Moses’ day, like the ones descended from Aaron, you and I have been entrusted with Christ’s light and now we are called to be the ones who tend it.  So, how do we tend this precious light? 
Beloved of God, we tend the light of Christ as we share his hope; the hope that all who believe in Christ will one day be one.  That means you and I have to search out ways to stand with those within the faith with whom we diagree.  

We tend Christ’s light by standing as seekers of justice; justice for those who are weak and marginalized, finding ways to bring about what is right and fair for those who are without, those who are oppressed, those who are ignored.  

We tend the light of Christ by sharing his word, the good news that says all are welcomed at Christ’s table, and all are sought – for Christ tells you and me, we who are to tend the light, to go into the highways and teach the truth of Christ’s word, teach the love of Christ’s word, teach the joy of Christ’s word; teach by our words and by our actions and in so doing share and extend Christ’s light.  That’s how we tend the light.

You and I have a unique opportunity to tend Christ’s light right on this corner of Lincoln and Grove.  We can tend and extend the light that is Christ’s as we become better and better neighbors; meeting the needs of those who live closest to us; needs for authentic community, needs for fellowship, needs for prayer.  We can tend and extend Christ’s light as we become better advocates for those who have lost their voices or been drowned out by a culture that says only some belong and others do not.  And by the way, I am so proud of our church because many among us are working to support a new organization here in Barrington, the Barrington Area Special Voices, a group of parents and friends forming to identify and meet the needs of youth and children in our city who have special needs and are the special gifts of God placed into our lives to love and cherish.  
We can tend and extend Christ’s light as we study together in Sunday School, Bible Study and in worship.  We can tend and extend Christ’s life as we welcome friends and families, neighbors and strangers to come and see what God is doing on this corner.

For you are a chosen generation – chosen by God for special work to this neighborhood, in this day and for this time.   You are a royal priesthood, God’s own tenders of the light, God’s own minsiters to the people, God’s own men and women of power and hope.  You, we, are a holy nation, a peculiar people – perculliar because we do not operate as our culture operates but we conduct ourselves as those who have been called to tend the light.  We operate as those who seek to be a blessing more than to be blessed.  We operate as those who wish to serve and not only receive.  We operate as those who see goodness in all people, the spark of God that is there and can be tended and brought to full flame.  We operate as those who will show forth the praises of Christ, the one who has called us out of the darkness of focusing on just me and mine; called us out of the darkness of looking inward, content to care nothing of the outward view.   Yes we operate as those who have been called out of the darkness of focusing on what divides us; seeking instead to focus on what unites us.  
On this Sunday that we set aside as Stewardship Sunday, it is my belief that what we truly steward is not just dollars, but the ideals and ethics of a Christ who made clear that all are worthy of love, all are welcomed.
  

What we steward are the values and principals that say life is given to us as a gift to be used to make better the circumstances of the place where we find ourselves.  
What we really steward is the love and the mercy of Christ’s words;  love your enemies, offer mercy to those who have not offered it to you, love yourself and let no one tear you down for you have been made in the image and as a child of God.  
Yes beloved of God, what we steward is the hope of all humankind; a hope that is made clear by a God who says, “For I know the plans I have for you plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”
; a hope that is made clear in Jesus. 
On this Stewardship Sunday we gather as sign and a symbol that we are indeed stewards of Christ’s light.  We gather and as we come to Christ’s table we recommit ourselves to being carriers or that light; a light of hope, hope that the world will come to know the love and the goodness, the salvation and the peace of Christ.  
In recognition of our Stewardship Sunday you have been given a symbolic light.  Place it on your key ring and each time it aids you in moving out of darkness into light, know that your Savior, your God wants you to do the same for the world.  You are a priest, a tender of God’s gracious, precious light.  May you tend it well and share it with all you meet, in Christ’s name.  Amen.
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� The printed version of the sermon has photos of traditional and contemporary ner tamids.  Photos and information regarding the lights was taken from Wikipedia under the heading of sanctuary lamp”.  For more information please see � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanctuary_lamp" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanctuary_lamp�.





� Exodus 16:3ff.





� The printed version of the sermon has photos of traditional and contemporary ner tamids.  Photos and information regarding the lights was taken from Wikipedia under the heading of sanctuary lamp”.  For more information please see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanctuary_lamp.


� Most Protestants today recognize only one mediator between them and God the Father, and that is God the Son, Jesus Christ (1 Timothy 2:5). The Epistle to the Hebrews calls Jesus the supreme "high priest," who offered himself as a perfect sacrifice (Hebrews 7:23-28). Protestants believe that through Christ they have been given direct access to God, just like a priest; thus the doctrine is called the priesthood of all believers. God is equally accessible to all the faithful, and every Christian has equal potential to minister for God. This doctrine stands in opposition to the concept of a spiritual aristocracy or hierarchy within Christianity.


� Also see Leviticus 9:24 for the gift of fire on the altar, sent down from heaven by God.


� John 7:37.


� Jeremiah 29:11.
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