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Saying Yes To God 

Invitations:  LISTEN 

_____________________________________________ 

 

To state the obvious, we seem to be in the middle of the January doldrums.  At least I 
am.  In the course of the last two weeks, I’ve had one car that couldn’t start and the 
other car fell in a pothole roughly the size of Rhode Island and is now in the shop.  If it 
seems like I’m whining – I am. 

Laurie and I moved here over a year and a half ago.  Our first winter was a piece of 
cake – leaving us wondering why everybody warned us about Chicago winters.  Now I 
understand.  One of the things I’ve noticed about this area is that when spring arrives, 
people emerge from the shadows of the interior of their houses and the neighborhood 
becomes alive.  The wonderful aroma of barbeques fills the air, people are out for 
walks, their dogs frolicking against their leashes eager to run and play.  I’m eager for 
that again.  That lasts until November – at which time we don’t see our neighbors 
unless they are shoveling snow.  Let me know if I’ve got the pattern right.  It’s all OK, 
but I want to understand the way things work.   

Looking for hope and encouragement this week, I investigated the amount of daylight 
we currently have.  Today, for example, we will have 9 hours, 47 minutes, and 23 
seconds of daylight.  Tomorrow we will have 2 minutes and 2 seconds more.  That 
gives me hope – spring can’t be that far away.  If I’m wrong on this please don’t tell 
me. 

In a much more important way, Scripture talks about the land of darkness.  Isaiah the 
prophet looked to the day when life would be different, when hope would blossom and 
the shadows would disappear.  His call was to a people in need of repentance and a 
nation in need of deep repair.  He felt so strongly about it he put it in present tense, as 
if the immediacy of his plea would help speed the reality of it along:  “The people 
walking in darkness have seen a great light, on those living in the land of the shadow of 
death, a light has dawned.” (Is. 9:2) 

Matthew describes the dawn of Jesus’ ministry in a similar way; in fact as part of his 
history, he links the Isaiah passage with the debut of the Gospel message.  The 
Lectionary texts seem a bit oddly placed this week.  We are now four weeks past 
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Christmas, which was supposed to have ended the dark period of Advent, ending the 
longing and waiting for the Messiah, and yet it revisits not only the Isaiah passage, but 
repeats it in Matthew 4.  It seems that gloom and pessimism is always a reality for 
God’s people, and that we have to be reminded of the hope that Christ brings. 

Having lived in what they call in Oklahoma, Tornado Alley, I’ve witnessed tornados and 
the damage they can do.  I’ve seen the violent, swirling, dark clouds that leave a trail of 
destruction in a matter of minutes.  But the destruction is inevitably followed by a 
windless, peaceful aftermath.  There is nothing as full of contrast as that of a nighttime 
tornado followed by a peaceful, calm sunrise.  It’s as if two worlds collided and the 
good one prevailed, though at a great price. 

We’re a month past Christmas, and that beautiful day hasn’t resulted in peace on earth.  
But inside our hearts, it’s entirely possible that we have or can experience the joy of the 
dawning of light and the fleeing of the dark shadows that seem to accompany us too 
much of the time.  In fact, the question I want to try my best to respond to this 
morning is what part of us is living in the shadows of the dark places- and – what can 
we do about it? 

The Psalmist spoke of what God’s presence had done for him by declaring “The Lord is 
my light and my salvation – whom shall I fear?  The Lord is the stronghold of my life – 
of whom shall I be afraid?” (27: 1)  In verse 5, he continues “For in the day of trouble 
he will keep me safe in his dwelling; he will hide me in the shelter of his tabernacle and 
set me high upon a rock.”  Whether we believe those words really matters.  Whether or 
not we respond affirmatively to God’s voice will determine our outlook on life.  From the 
royal birth announcement in Isaiah’s prophecy to its fulfillment in the debut of Jesus’ 
ministry, we someday have to decide whether we believe God is for us and saying yes 
to him makes sense. 

In Matthew 4: 17, Jesus claims the very authority of God – he says in essence, get your 
lives in order – God’s kingdom is now here.  The following verses all support and 
summarize what Jesus proclaimed was true.  God, through Jesus, would rule over 
sickness and demons and in his teachings that followed, he announced and 
demonstrated the dawn of a new kingdom – one ruled by a different ethic than the 
world, a different response to human need, a different reaction to those who have 
wronged us.   

To accomplish his mission, Jesus also recruited a small platoon of disciples who were 
asked to follow him into the greatest mission in human history – against the shadows of 
darkness, prejudice, hatred, hostility and ignorance.  He called what we would consider 
to be ordinary people, not religious scholars or people of power.  His mission would not 
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be easy, but it was filled with light.  Those suffering severe pain were healed, the 
demon possessed and the depressed were brought into the light of hope, the paralyzed 
walked and these new followers of Jesus saw all of this because they said yes to his 
call. 

So here’s the question again:  Are you, or parts of you, living in the shadows of dark 
places?  In preparing this message, I had to wrestle with that same question.  I 
discovered there are parts of my life I still withhold, or even hide from God.  When I get 
gloomy and negative, there are times I want to stay there and feel trapped in a state of 
mind that is oddly satisfying.  After all, it might be noticed and someone might feel 
sorry for me.  We can get very comfortable in the dark places.  We can justify even a 
sinful state of mind or actions because all of us are both comfortable with the dark and 
at least somewhat afraid of what the light would reveal if it were shined on us. 

The problem is that’s a lousy way to live.  It would be so much more enriching and 
fulfilling to have a sense of God’s call – of his purpose for our days.  It would feel so 
good to brightly believe and live with some sense of excitement about what God is up 
to in his partnership with us – in his work in this world.  It would feel so good to believe 
God can do something significant with us if we would only say yes, if we would only 
embrace his call with a sense of joy. 

It’s entirely possible to live a long time as a Christian but seldom experience the fullness 
of life God has for us.  We are confronted with the Scriptures announcing God’s new 
work in the world, announcing the dispersal of the darkness and the new life lived in 
the light, but we can hear all of this and miss it at the same time.  We can continue to 
live in the dark places and fold our arms to living into a brighter tomorrow with God – 
saying, in essence, I don’t want to say yes to all God has for us. 

I’ve thought of a way to illustrate this and I want to test your memory of a major event 
that happened nearly 45 years ago.  Question:  How many of you remember Apollo 11 
and the landing of the first men on the moon? 

First, a little history:  If you remember that era, in the 1960’s America had fallen behind 
the Soviet Union in the space race.  They were the first to launch satellites and the first 
to put a man into space, and the first to put a man into orbit around the earth.  
Meanwhile, we were having trouble even getting an unmanned rocket to work.  
President Eisenhower fretted about this, and then President Kennedy acted, declaring 
an audacious goal – to put a man on the moon by the end of the decade of the 60’s.  
That was less than 9 years and we had yet to even put a man in space.   
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400,000 American worked on the space program.  Through the deaths of three 
astronauts and countless mechanical failures the program succeeded and in July of 
1969, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin walked on the face of the moon.  Those of us 
who remember the broadcast of the event were spellbound.  We remember Walter 
Cronkite’s relief both when they landed on the moon and when the rocket fired to bring 
them back home.  It was a new, even miraculous day for America and for the world. 

The event was even tenser than we knew.  William Safire, President Nixon’s 
speechwriter, later revealed he had prepared two speeches for the President to deliver 
– one for announcing and congratulating the astronauts if they landed safely, and one 
remembering their bravery if they perished on the lunar surface.  It was that harrowing 
of a mission. 

I have special and strange memories of that day.  My family and I watched the lunar 
landing on television at my aunt’s home in a place called Mountain View, Oklahoma.  
It’s surely a part of the whimsy of Oklahoma people to have named the little town 
“Mountain View”.  The nearest mountains were the Rockies about 600 miles away.  You 
certainly couldn’t see them from there!  Our family was ecstatic with the events of the 
day.  Our claim to fame was that one of our cousins was an astronaut who in fact was 
the first physician astronaut and was to be the doctor on the aircraft recovery ship 
when the Apollo11 crew returned to earth.  He was among the first to greet the men 
and the one who shared the next few weeks monitoring their health.  We were very 
proud of our cousin Clarence and eager to tell people we had a really smart relative – 
even though he was only actually married to our cousin. 

The day after the landing, we went to a café in little Mountain View for a celebratory 
breakfast.  What happened next amidst all the discussion in the small town diner was 
something that shocked this then 13 year old boy.  Everybody was having animated 
conversations about the lunar landing – but at least half of the people didn’t believe it 
had really happened.  Seriously – they said it was a government forgery, staged on a 
Hollywood movie set.  The reasons given for this were varied – but all had to do with 
some conspiracy. 

We tried to tell them about Clarence – that we know he wouldn’t be a part of a fraud 
like that.  We pointed out other evidences, but to no avail.  We were up against a wall 
of ignorance and disbelief.  These salt of the earth people were nevertheless living in a 
land of darkness, impervious to the dawning of a different light. 

What’s the point of the story?  In part it is that any of us can live in the darkness if we 
want to stay there.  In believing what God has for us, we can similarly stay in the 
darkness if we want to.  We can deny the possibility of God doing new things through 
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us if we choose.  We can stay in the shadows.  We can cling to destructive habits, hold 
on to old grudges, and ignore God’s call to follow him to new life all we want to.  Like 
the people in that diner, we don’t have to listen or act on better information and the 
possibility of change.  God won’t make us change! 

Or, we can make a fresh response.  We can say yes when he calls.  We can take a 
chance at a spiritual risk.  We could become open to walking in the light and joining the 
adventure begun by the first disciples extending to us.  It all begins with saying yes to 
God’s whispered voice to us.  I don’t know what he might be saying to you.  It might be 
a word of forgiveness toward another person.  It might be a call to a new type of 
service in God’s work. It might be a radical act of generosity from which you have been 
holding back.  I hope you will say yes.  Pay no attention to the naysayers and those 
satisfied with the darkness.  Take a step toward the bright light of God’s great plan for 
you.   


