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When it comes to planning worship and choosing materials for sermons, the season of Advent 
is one that pretty much demands a theme:  Four weeks, bound together with tradition and a 
candle lighting ritual in which even many of our least liturgical congregations participate; 
Lectionary texts that move week-to-week in an intentional progression from expectation to 
incarnation; Liturgical and seasonal colors and decorations that we only see between 
Thanksgiving and New Year’s; and at least in our congregation – where we currently use the 
“Living Word” bulletin covers produced and distributed by Brethren Press – bulletins that 
visually hold the four weeks of Advent together.   
 
Some years, these bulletins are little more than that for our planning purposes – visual 
connectors that tie our worship gatherings together during the Advent season.  This year, 
however, they stimulated a bit more for us.  You will notice this week and in the coming weeks 
that Pastor Jeff and I have titled our sermons during Advent with the words featured on the 
covers of these Advent bulletins, followed by our parenthetical thoughts.  For me at least, what 
is in those parentheses represents my “first thoughts” on seeing the bulletin cover for this 
week.  Perhaps some of you got the reference when you first saw the title for today in the 
newsletter or bulletin.  It comes from the chorus of the song “Shine!” released by the 
Newsboys during the early ‘90s.  It goes like this:   
 

Shine 
Make 'em wonder what you've got 
Make 'em wish that they were not 

On the outside looking bored 
Shine 

Let it shine before all men 
Let' em see good works, and then 

Let 'em glorify the Lord 
 
 
This song was a bit of theme song for me during my high school days.  I remember telling 
friends then that my personal mission in life was to “radiate the love of Jesus.”  Such was the 
mood of my high school faith, and that Newsboys song represented about as well as anything 
else my approach to life and faith.  It was the “This Little Light of Mine” of my childhood Sunday 
School on steroids.   
 
But after I started working in earnest on this sermon and planning worship for this week, I 
began to realize that the mood and the posture that song represented for me was all wrong, 
especially when held alongside the Psalm that is our primary scripture text for this sermon.  
And as I considered this dissonance more fully, I realized that the disconnect between the two 
moods and the two songs captured well the tension between the spiritual season of Advent 
and the Christmas holiday season that dominates our cultural landscape.  Let me explain. 
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Psalm 80 is a communal lament – a prayer for salvation in the aftermath of a great tragedy that 
has affected the whole community.  It is likely that its origins can be traced to the fall of the 
Northern Kingdom of Israel, which was destroyed by the Assyrians in the second half of the 8 th 
century BCE.  Some scholars suggest that it might have been composed by refugees who 
escaped the destruction in the North by fleeing to the southern kingdom, where their words 
were absorbed into the worship of the temple establishment.1  But regardless of the origin, this 
much is clear: it voices the sorrow and longing of a troubled people, and its cry is for God to do 
something.  It is the cry of a people who feel lost and vulnerable, unable to continue on their 
own, and dependent upon God to save them.  Thus they cry out to God, and beg for salvation.  
The refrain from which our bulletins take that word “Shine” summarizes the mood: 

Restore us, O God of hosts; 
let your face shine, that we may be saved. 

 
In contrast, the Newsboys song “Shine”, my “first thought” on this text,  has a much different 
tone.  Its mood is exultant and self-assured, its cheerful notes and rhythms matched to its 
cheerful message – you’ve got the truth, you’ve got the light – now just let it shine!  It assumes 
a singular, personal faith, rather than a plural, communal one, and it is both a testimony of the 
power of a personal conversion experience and a directive to share that experience with and 
make it possible for other individuals.  
 
Now I do not intend to take anything away from the Newsboys song, nor do I expect us to gain 
much from debating its merits this morning.  But I do think it is telling that this song 
represented my first thought when I saw the word “Shine” on an Advent bulletin.  Because we 
do that to Advent, don’t we?  Instead of lingering in the more somber, contemplative, and even 
sorrowful mood of Advent, our temptation is to skip right to Christmas Eve, shine a spotlight on 
the manager, and launch right into Joy to the World and the Hallelujah Chorus.   
 
 
But that’s not how it is supposed to be.  This past week, as I was talking with John Barr about 
my plans for worship, he pointed me toward a note in our Hymnal Companion that has been 
haunting me ever since.  We were discussing the hymn “This Little Light of Mine,” which just 
missed the cut for being included in the order of worship this week as a congregational hymn, 
but which he decided to use instead as an offertory.  What he showed me in the Companion – 
that supplemental volume for our hymnal that contains articles detailing the background and 
backstories of many of our hymns – was the note that in contrast to the lively and cheerful 
version of the song usually sung in camps and Sunday Schools, “the music [for “This Little 
Light of Mine”] in this hymnal should be sung in a more meditative fashion, like a solemn 
march,”  for such a setting is more true to its roots as an African-American spiritual , used by 
slaves as a candlelight procession throughout Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany.2   
 
This bit of information sparked my imagination and I began to see and hear a new Advent 
chorus in my mind’s eye.   
 
 

                                                
1 Paul D. Brassey.  Feasting on the Word.  Year B, Vol. 1.  p. 9.  
2 Hymnal Companion.  pp 350-351.   
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I imagined our sisters and brothers in Nigeria, living in the midst of unspeakable violence and 
hardship, processing with candles and singing “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.”   
 
I imagined the protestors in Ferguson, filled with anger and yearning for justice and change, 
instead of looting and burning taking up candles and singing, “This little light of mine, I’m 
gonna let it shine.”   
 
I imagined individuals and families who have lost loved ones in recent months, with grief still 
eating away at their hearts, lighting candles and holding hands to sing, “This little light of mine, 
I’m gonna let it shine.”   
 
I imagined undocumented immigrants, caught in the midst of a political firestorm and yearning 
for our nation to embrace them, gathered around candles singing, “This little light of mine, I’m 
gonna let it shine.” 
 
I imagined battered women and children, victims of sexual abuse and assault, and those 
outraged by our society’s tolerance for such crimes, coming together for candle light vigils and 
singing, “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.”   
 
I imagined those who are struggling with depression and addiction and mental illnesses, 
finding the strength, if only for just a moment, to light a candle and sing, “This little light of 
mine, I’m gonna let it shine.” 
 
The list could go on.  In short, my imagination was stirred to reconsider what it means to “let 
your light shine.”  The tone, and the mood, and the context make all the difference.  Because 
the light that shines in Advent is not a light that denies darkness or drives the darkness away.  
It is a light that defies the darkness, a light that shines in spite of the darkness, a light that has 
real significance only in the midst of darkness.   And as the Psalmist reminds us, it is not a light 
that comes from us, but one that comes from the very face of God when our own light has 
gone out.  A light that shines when we need it most.   
 
May this light shine on us and on our world this Advent season.  Amen 


