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“Trusting the light”

In a  Peanuts  comic strip,  Charlie Brown is in the school nurse’s office. As he

waits, he thinks to himself: “So here I am about to see the school nurse.” He goes

on to think that: “She’ll  probably take my temperature and look at my throat.”

Then he starts to worry: “Maybe she’ll take a blood sample...I hope she doesn’t

take a blood sample. Maybe she’ll just weigh me.” From that bit of fear, Charlie

gets totally carried away with fear, thinking: “If she mentions exploratory surgery,

I’ll scream!” 

   I don’t know about you, but sometimes I’m a bit like Charlie Brown—sometimes

I, and maybe you too, let a small fear grow until  it  becomes a lot bigger. Like

Charlie Brown, we might have a wee pain in our stomach and go on to fear the

worst: what if it’s stomach cancer? and so on. Or we may fear losing a job, losing

a spouse or child, or what might happen to you when you grow older, and the list

could go endlessly on. When you were young, perhaps you were afraid of the

dark.

   In Psalm 27, the psalmist faced considerable troubles and fears. However the

psalmist  came to realize that  even in  worst-case scenarios,  in  the darkest  of

times, the psalmist could trust in God, declaring with faith and confidence: “The

LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?” Or as the GNT renders

verse 1: “The LORD is my light and my salvation; I will fear no one.” So here the

psalmist links God’s presence as light, and removing the psalmist’s fears. From
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the ancient psalmist’s trusting the light of God to get through life’s trying and

difficult times; to our childhood trusting in the light to remove our fears of the

dark;  to trusting in the light as adults today so as to overcome our fears and

giving us hope—that reminds me of the movie called Signs. 

   Signs is the story of the Hess family of Bucks County, Pennsylvania, who wake

up one morning to find a 500-foot crop circle in the middle of their cornfield.

Graham Hess (played by Mel  Gibson),  his  brother  Merrill  (played by Joaquin

Phoenix), and Graham’s two children, Morgan and Bo, watch TV news reports

with growing alarm as they learn that the crop circle in their cornfield is similar to

others around the world—all the products of an alien invasion force. On the TV

screen they see fourteen lights in the night sky over Mexico City, visual evidence

of the invaders.

   Merrill  turns  to  Graham,  a  former  pastor  who has  lost  his  faith,  for  some

comfort. “Some people think this is the end of the world,” Merrill  muses. “Is it

true? Do you think it could be?”

   “Yes,” Graham flatly replies.

   Alarmed by his brother’s response, Merrill questions, “How can you say that?”

   “That wasn’t the answer you wanted?” Graham asks.

   Full of fear, Merrill demands, “Couldn’t you pretend to be like you used to be?

Give me some comfort.”

   Graham explains, “People break down into two groups when they experience

something  lucky.  Group  number  one  sees  it  as  more  than  luck,  more  than

coincidence.  They see it  as a  sign,  evidence that  there is  someone up there
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watching out for them. Group number two sees it as just pure luck, a happy turn

of chance.

   “Sure there are people in group number two looking at those fourteen lights in

a very suspicious way. For them, the situation is fifty-fifty. Could be bad, could be

good. But deep down, they feel that whatever happens, they’re on their own. And

that fills them with fear. But there’s a whole lot of people in group number one.

When they see those fourteen lights, they’re looking at a miracle, and deep down

they feel that whatever’s going to happen, there will be someone there to help

them. And that fills them with hope. So what you have to ask yourself is what

kind of person are you? Are you the kind that sees signs, sees miracles? Or do

you believe that people just  get lucky? Or look at  the question this way:  Is it

possible that there are no coincidences?”1  

   So, for those who are gifted with faith, with trust, light is a symbol of God’s

presence,  God’s protection, and hope.  That too was the case for the prophet

Isaiah  in  today’s  first  lesson,  in  which  the  prophet  states:  “The  people  who

walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep

darkness—on them light has shined.” Or as the REB translates it: “The people

that walked in darkness have seen a great light; on those who lived in a land as

dark  as  death  a  light  has  dawned.”  When  Isaiah  prophesied  this,  Israel  the

Northern  Kingdom,  which  included  Galilee,  had  been  conquered  by  the

superpower of that time, the Assyrians. They were a cruel power, and Judah, the

Southern Kingdom, most likely feared that they were going to be conquered by

the Assyrians too. 

1 Craig Brian Larson & Lori Quicke, Editors, More Movie-Based Illustrations for Preaching & Teaching: 101 Clips to 
Show or Tell (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), pp. 184-185. 
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   However, in this prophetic oracle of Isaiah there is hope. Most likely Isaiah had

in mind King Hezekiah, or an ideal future Messiah-King, who would rule God’s

people with perfect peace/shalom, removing all fear of threatening enemies. 

   Isaiah prophesied restoration for Galilee after the Assyrian military deportation

of the Israelite population in that mostly Gentile region. History reports various

events  that  could  be  understood  as  fulfillment  of  this  prophecy:  the

reestablishment of  Jewish rule in  Galilee in the Jewish priest-king Alexander

Janneus (104-76 BC), the emergence of Galilee as the new center of Judaism

after the Romans destroy Jerusalem in 70, and the creation of the modern state

of Israel inclusive of Galilee in 1948.

   However, for the Gospel writer Matthew, Isaiah’s prophecy involved more than

the  mere  recovery  of  land  and  the  reestablishment  of  political  autonomy.

Matthew saw the preeminent fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy in the beginning of

Jesus’ ministry. “Galilee of the Gentiles—the people who sat in darkness have

seen a great light.” Jesus was that light. 

   As Matthew tells us in verse 23 of today’s gospel:  “Jesus went throughout

Galilee,  teaching in  their  synagogues  and  proclaiming  the  good  news  of  the

kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness among the people.”

   Prophecy tends to have multiple levels of meaning and,  therefore,  multiple

levels  of  fulfillment.  History shows there is  always more to anticipate when it

comes to the fulfillment of prophecy at any point in time. We can expect then

that  God’s  promise  of  restoration  and  healing  will  continue  to  be  fulfilled  in

surprising ways, and the greatest surprise of all will come when the promise is

fulfilled in the kingdom of God when it comes in all of its fullness. This conviction
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of  more  to  come  keeps  us  from  capitulating  to  despair  when  crisis  and

catastrophe loom over us.2  Jesus the light continues to shine, we can always

trust this light in every situation of our life. For that, thanks be to God! 

2 Kenneth L. Waters Sr., devotion for January 25, in: The Upper Room Disciplines 2008 (Nashville: Upper Room 
Books, 2007), p. 37. 
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