
What Epiphany Reveals: Vision

2 Corinthians 4:3-6


A pastor traveled to the coast of Central America for a series of meetings, as well as some rest and recreation. The village where he was staying was on the side of a bay. 


After a long day of meetings, the pastor went for a stroll on the beach after sunset. He looked up to see a lighthouse spinning and casting its light onto the water. He then noticed another lighthouse on the other side of the bay. The two lighthouses seemed to be sending out their light in unison.


The next evening he returned to the beach. He noticed that the lighthouse in his village was still working, but the one across the bay was dark. He wondered whether the power had gone out on the other side of the bay. On the following evening, the pastor noticed that the other lighthouse was still out.


Finally, on the fourth night, the second lighthouse was operating again. It seemed back in sync with the one in his village.


Curious, the pastor decided to ask one of the locals about the two lighthouses. When he inquired whether the other side of the bay had experienced a long power outage, the local said, “No.”


So the pastor asked what had happened to the power for the lighthouse over there. The villager responded that there was no power across the bay. The lighthouse over there only had a mirror. Its light source was the light from the village’s lighthouse as it swung across the mirror.


The pastor then asked the local what had happened to the mirror. The villager explained that somehow the mirror had shifted and wasn’t set directly towards the village lighthouse. That meant it couldn’t reflect the light.


In thinking about the experience, the pastor began to see a connection to the journey of faith. He imagined the village lighthouse as God and the other lighthouse as God’s people. It’s when God’s people orient themselves toward God that they’re able to reflect God’s light to the world.


In the life of the church, it seems easy to forget that simple message. We can get busy with meetings, preoccupied with the routine of church activities, caught up in the same conversations, weary from the list of things that need to be done. And when our orientation shifts and we stop reflecting light, we may not even notice.


Paul seems to understand how it easy it is for a church to lose sight of God’s vision for it. A vision in which the church plays an active and critical role in carrying out God’s ministry in the world.


And so Paul writes to the church at Corinth, encouraging the Christians there not to lose heart but rather to act with boldness. Paul doesn’t promise that fulfilling God’s vision will be easy. In fact, he acknowledges that there will be opposition to the work the church is called to do.


But Paul also offers hope. The God who as creator called forth light from the darkness also has sent Jesus to reflect God’s light. A light that fills the hearts of all who choose to believe.


And that light reveals God’s vision. It’s a vision in which Jesus provides the center for the church. His teachings become the church’s teachings, his way of life becomes the church’s way of life, his ministry becomes the church’s ministry.


In God’s vision, those within the church become servants of one another and of the world. And as they serve, they reflect the same light that Jesus came to reflect.


As one scholar writes, “It is precisely in the midst of life, at times routine and at times fragile, that the divine splendor is known. The light shines—sometimes like the revolving beacon from the lighthouse, persistently searching the dark; at other times like the gradually strengthening rays at early dawn; sometimes no brighter than a flickering candle, at other times overwhelming in its brilliance.”


The beginning of our stewardship campaign seems an appropriate time to reflect on what God’s vision for the church might mean for us—both individually and as a congregation. To take time to consider what it means to have God’s light shine into our hearts, what it means to have Jesus as our center, what it means to serve others and reflect God’s light.

As individuals, perhaps through that vision we’ll discover a relationship with God that we never imagined possible. One that’s vital and dynamic and liberating. One that provides meaning and depth and aliveness.

Perhaps we’ll find a new ability and energy to love each other. And it will be a love that’s genuine and affirming and empowering. One that far exceeds the polite tolerance we sometimes substitute for true love.

Perhaps we’ll discover a passion that enables us to live full and authentic lives. Lives filled with challenge and excitement and satisfaction. Lives filled with meaningful possibilities.

And as a congregation, perhaps we’ll see ourselves as reflecting God’s presence in a new way. For when a faith community embodies and enacts God’s love, that community reveals God’s identity to the world. Our acts of love and service demonstrate in real-life ways the light that Jesus came to reflect to the world.

But perhaps something else will happen. When a faith community embodies God’s light and love, it not only reveals God’s identity, but it also assumes a new identity for itself. By embracing and embodying God’s love, we might discover a new concept of what it means to be a community of faith. And as a result of that new concept, we might set new priorities, dream new dreams, and develop new ways of relating that are defined by God’s love and vision.

For me, stewardship relates to living into God’s vision for the church. In neither are we called to do or be responsible for everything, but rather simply to play our role. God is the source of the light we’re to reflect. God offers the vision we’re to fulfill. God provides the gifts and resources for which we’re to be responsible as stewards. God desires to be in partnership with us and work through us to provide light in the world—but according to God’s plan, not ours.

I find meaning in the way the late Archbishop Oscar Romero described it:


It helps, now and then, to step back and take the long view. The kingdom is not only beyond our efforts, it is even beyond our vision.


We accomplish in our lifetime only a tiny fraction of the magnificent enterprise that is the Lord’s work. Nothing we do is complete, which is another way of saying that the kingdom always lies beyond us.


No statement says all that should be said. No prayer fully expresses our faith. No confession brings perfection, no pastoral visit brings wholeness. No program accomplishes the church’s mission. No set of goals and objectives includes everything.


That is what we are about. We plant seeds that one day will grow. We water seeds already planted, knowing that they hold future promise. We lay foundations that will need further development. We provide yeast that produces effects far beyond our capabilities.


We cannot do everything and there is a sense of liberation in realizing that. This enables us to do something and to do it very well. It may be incomplete but it is a beginning. A step along the way. An opportunity for the Lord’s grace to enter and do the rest.


In many ways that understanding of what it means to reflect God’s light in the world has guided the life and ministry of Sister Helen Prejean. She’s dedicated her life to serving the poor of New Orleans. And her service as a spiritual adviser to death-row inmates has become well known through the book and film Dead Man Walking.


Prejean says that she watches what she does to see what she really believes.


“Belief and faith are not just words,” she explains. “It’s one thing for me to say I’m a Christian, but I have to embody what it means; I have to live it.”


She recalls that early in her vocation as a nun, she earnestly tried to follow Jesus’ teaching to love her neighbor as herself. She tried to love the children she taught, their parents, and her fellow teachers and nuns.


“But for a long time,” she adds, “the circle of my loving care was small and, for the most part, included only white, middle-class people like me. But one day I woke up to Jesus’ deeper challenge to love the outcast, the criminal, the underdog. So I packed my stuff and moved into a noisy, violent housing project in an African-American neighborhood in New Orleans. 

“I saw the suffering and I let myself feel it: the sound of gunshots in the night, mothers calling out for their children. I saw the injustice and was compelled to do something about it. I changed from being a nun who only prayed for the suffering world to a nun with my sleeves rolled up, living my prayer. Working in that community in New Orleans soon led me to Louisiana’s death row.”


Since Prejean believed that Jesus’ biggest challenge to us is to love our enemies, she began to reach out to the enemies she encountered on death row. For more than twenty years she’s visited people on death row and has accompanied six of those inmates to their deaths.


“As each has been killed,” she recalls, “I have told them to look at me. I want them to see a loving face when they die. I want my face to carry the love that tells them that they and every one of us are worth more than our most terrible acts.”

But Prejean knew that being with the perpetrators wasn’t enough. She felt she also had to reach out to victims’ families. She visited the families who wanted to see her and founded a victims’ support group in New Orleans. She acknowledges that it’s been a big stretch to attempt to love both perpetrators and victims’ families, but she continues to try to reach out.


And she continues to take stock, to see where she is. For as she concludes, “The only way I know what I really believe is by keeping watch over what I do.”


As we begin our stewardship campaign, I invite you to join me in taking stock, in seeing where we are—as individuals and as a congregation. And then to commit ourselves to living into God’s vision for the church—a vision that calls us to reflect God’s light in the world. Amen.
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