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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

“Arise, Shine; for Your Light Has Come” 

This is the first Sunday of Epiphany.  In the church year, you have Christmas Day and 

then the twelve days of Christmas.  Right after that, the season of Epiphany comes along.  

I’ve always been intrigued because it’s an unusual holiday in that it means the same thing 

as Christmas.  It just approaches the story from a different angle with a different theme.  

So I find it a little strange.   

For Christmas, you’ve got the birth of a baby.  For Epiphany, you have light into the 

darkness.  “Arise, shine; for your light has come,” from Isaiah 60, is the classic text that 

is always read for Epiphany.  Typically, the story of the Magi and the three gifts and the 

camels is the portion of the story that’s recognized on this holiday.   

In observation of the theme of light into darkness, the sermon title is “Enlightenment.”  I 

would prefer to begin my sermon on that bright note, but unfortunately, I must start on a 

negative note.  It won’t end that way, but it seems necessary in this horrible moment to 

kick off with a downer.   

Religion Is under Attack Right Now 

Religion has something of a tough reputation just now.  Last week one more terrorist 

attack hit us in the gut, this time assailing cartoonists in the name of radical Islam.  We all 

know that Islam in general is suffering from the blackening of its reputation, which is 

under siege because a lot of civilized people are saying, “What’s the matter with you 

folks?”   

We also know that the same thing happens with radical Christianity and radical Judaism 

and even radical Hinduism and Buddhism.  So it’s more like a cultural thing, but right 

now Muslims are taking it on the chin,  and religion generally is in a tough spot right 

now.   

More insidious than what’s happening with Muslims is that in academia it is now cachet 

to be an atheist.  To be a practicing participant in any given faith can sometimes lead to 

doubt and can end up badly if you don’t win tenure or if your new book doesn’t excite the 

publisher you wanted.  Religious faith can lead to troubles, and I’ve heard this from many 



of my friends who are at Binghamton University in the philosophy department, the 

religion area, and the physics department.   

I’ve given you two examples, one from the Muslims and the news and one from 

academia, but there are a hundred other examples as a consequence of all this turmoil.   

The Statistics of Churches Closing Their Doors 

Here’s the negative part, and this is a statistic that gets to my heart.  That is, in this great 

country of ours, nine churches close their doors on average every day.  Membership has 

dwindled down, perhaps from 200 to 100 and then to maybe 50 and next to a couple 

dozen.  Finally, two-dozen members just can’t hack it anymore, so these declining 

churches closed their doors.  Nine on average per day, all across the land. 

When I came to this area in 1990 as a Presbyterian pastor, there were 66 Presbyterian 

Churches in the Presbytery of Susquehanna Valley.  Now there are 48.  One at a time, 

these churches dropped from the rolls – never more than one per year, and so it averages 

out to two every three years, 18 in twenty-five years.   

The Episcopal Church has been dealing with much the same thing.  I came across a quote 

from Bishop Katherine Jefferts Schori, a rather famous female bishop in the Episcopal 

Church.  She was addressing their House of Bishops last fall, and the quote is:  

“The Episcopal Church is in the throes of creative ferment, yearning to find new 

congregants who will discover emerging life in new soil and refreshed growth in 

the plantings of former years.” 

The Seed of Hope Bumps out of WW II 

What I like about this quote is it’s delicate symbolism by a clergywoman trained in 

resurrection.  And so yes, there’s death, nine churches per day closing their doors, 

churches that have died, but always there is a seed of hope.  Always there is new growth 

to be found in another quarter.  The good bishop is conscientious in looking for it, and 

generally she is successful in the effort.  

It behooves me to say, though, that the 40’s and 50’s and 60’s were responsible for 

statistical anomalies.  Closing nine churches per day does not much more than bring the 

curve back to normal.  Those years constituted a bump after World War II, when hordes 

of servicemen and women came home and started families.  They attended church, the 

vast majority of them, and often it had little to do with religion.   

At that time, church was where society was centered.  Church was where you made 

business contacts.  You needed to join the Binghamton Club in order to be seen as 

successful in your endeavors, so they started with church first.  Then came invitations to 



join service clubs in order to make valuable contacts.  It worked that way in those years.  

As the years rolled on, the toll of church closings might have been nine per day, but not 

without much hand-wringing, weeping, and gnashing of teeth on the part of church 

people – and I’ve done my share of the worrying. 

An Unexpected Benefit Forced out 

From Theological Reassessment 

Now let me turn the corner, and let’s climb back out of this hole that I just dug.  There 

has been an unexpected benefit of all this hand-wringing and trouble since the 1960’s, 

concerning the decline of mainline churches, but also among the Baptists, the 

Independents, the Catholics, and the Pentecostals.   

This unexpected side benefit has been forced on us.  We wouldn’t have done it otherwise, 

I can assure you.  It has forced us into a theological reassessment.  It has forced us to ask 

the question, “Is the story that we have been telling for so many long years still true?”  As 

we ask ourselves that question, two answers come to mind:   

One is the theistic answer, “By God, yes, it is true!  And we’re going to double-

down on it!  We’re going to become insistent and even strident!” 

The other, nontheistic position, of which yours truly is a part, has said, “You 

know, I’ve had my doubts all along, and maybe we need to do some 

reassessment, some rethinking of what our faith is all about.”   

What Is God Saying Now? 

People like me as well as others like you and many across the country began reading the 

Dead Sea scrolls and the Nag Hammadi texts.  We began reading other literature and 

listening to other teachers.  And we were sort of tweaked by the notion that “God is still 

speaking.”  So what is God saying now, what with all our searching about and finding 

things that really touched the heart.  To our surprise, we discovered something ancient, 

something perennial, something deeply wise.  Every class that is taught in this church 

touches on that in one way or another.   

Unlike those of theistic bent, we were repelled by the thought of reducing our faith to a 

formula:  “You’re a sinner.  Jesus died for your sins.  Believe it.”  I know I may be a little 

unfair here, but that is sort of the core of the first answer to the question above, about 

whether theism, the old faith, is still true.   

Actually, let me be a little more unfair for a moment.  I saw a marvelous cartoon last 

week.  It shows that famous painting of Jesus knocking on the door, but with dialog 

bubbles that read, “Knock, knock.”  And from inside the door, “Who’s there?”  “Jesus.  I 



came to save you.”  “From what?”  “From what I’m going to do to you if you don’t open 

this door!”   

The Emergence of an “Alternative Orthodoxy” 

What has emerged is an alternative orthodoxy, a rethinking that has tremendous 

implications for us.  The Franciscan monks, for example, have long embraced what they 

call an “alternative orthodoxy.”  They can’t deny the principal orthodoxy of the “church 

universal” without getting kicked out, but they ignore it.  They just say, “That’s simply 

not what’s important to us.  Do acts of kindness.  Do acts of compassion.  We look very 

closely at the way you act in the world.  And we don’t care too much about whether you 

believe the right things or not.  Act compassionately, kindly.  Act, and at that point, 

you’re okay with us.” 

Brian McClaren, one of the leading theologians right now in progressive Christianity, has 

a book out called “Generous Orthodoxy.”  A marvelous book, and let me read a brief 

quote about it, not by him but about the book:  “He uses the title “Generous Orthodoxy” 

to describe a marriage of thinking and practice.  He identifies himself with a consistent 

practice of four major thoughts.”  (See below.) 

This Quote Is Superimportant; Pay Attention 

Let me interrupt myself for a second.  These thoughts are superimportant.  This is the 

part to which I want you to pay attention:  A consistent practice of humility, charity, 

courage, and diligence.  Here it is.  It’s worth your time:   

“Humility that allows us to admit that our past and current formulations may 

have been limited or distorted. 

“Charity toward those of other traditions who may understand something better 

than our own group. 

“Courage to be faithful to the one true path of our faith as we understand it, even 

when it’s unpopular, dangerous, or difficult to do so.”  (That’s where I am 

because I’m a heretic, as are most of my friends.) 

“Diligence to seek again and again the true path of our faith whenever we feel 

we have lost our way.”   

A Metaphysic, a Psychology, and an Ethic –  

Theological Beauty in Truth 

So you’ve got the Franciscans with this long tradition of looking at faith from a different 

perspective.  You’ve got progressive theologians like Brian McClaren as well.  Let me 

give you one more, Aldous Huxley, 1894-1963, a British philosopher who lived most of 



his life in Los Angeles.  He referred to an ancient, primal understanding as – now once 

again, if you’re going to pay attention, do it now – a perennial tradition of a metaphysic, a 

psychology, and an ethic, all at the same time.  He calls this perennial tradition:   

“A metaphysic, which recognizes a divine reality substantial to the world of 

things and lives and minds. 

“A psychology that finds in the soul something similar to or even identical to 

divine reality.   

“The ethic that places a person’s final end in the knowledge of the eminent and 

transcendent ‘ground of all being.’” 

Lots of philosophical, theological talk there.  Let me translate it:   

A metaphysic that recognizes that divinity is substantial to our physical lives, to 

our relationships, to our minds, to our hearts.  God in whom “we live and move 

and have our being.”  “The kingdom of heaven is within you.”   

A psychology that finds within the soul a linkage between that divine reality and 

what we are deep inside.   

An ethic that says our lives and even our final end are within that transcendent 

God, who is also here and now. 

Yes, it’s theological language, but by God, it’s beautiful!  And it’s true!   

So today is the first Sunday of Epiphany, when we recognize the light shining in the 

darkness.  The more we embrace what the people cited herein and others like them are 

saying, the more we’re going to need sunglasses.   

Amen. 


