
SUNDAYJ FEBRUARY 8 J 1987 

''LAMPSTAND OR BUSHEL?" 

MATTHEW 5:13-16 

FROM THE MOMENT WE ARE BORN INTO THIS WORLD J 

OTHER PEOPLE'S DES I RES AND ·NE.EDS BEGIN TO 

AFFECT US, THERE ARE THOSE WHO WANT US TO 

BE ONE KIND OF PERSON AND THERE ARE THOSE 

WHO HAVE SOMETHING ELSE IN MIND FOR US, THE 

POET E.E. CUMMINGS WROTE: "To BE NOBODY­

BUT-YOURSELF IN A WORLD THAT IS DOING ITS 

BEST NIGHT AND DAY TO MAKE YOU EVERYBODY ELSE J 

MEANS TO FIGHT THE HARDEST BATTLE ANY HUMAN 

BEING CAN FIGHT AND NEVER STOP FIGHTING." 

A MINISTER I KNOW TOLD OF HIS OWN STRUGGLE 

WITH THIS PROBLEM. HE SAID THAT FROM THE 

EARLIEST MEMORIES OF HIS CHILDHOOD HE KNEW 

THAT THE MEMBERS OF HIS FAMILY WANTED AND 

EXPECTED HIM TO BECOME A PHYSICIAN. HIS 

GRANDFATHER ON HIS FATHER'S SIDE WAS A WELL­

KNOWN COUNTRY DOCTORJ CLEARLY ONE OF THE 

ILLUSTRIOUS ACHIEVERS IN THE FAMILY. HIS 

FATHER HAD ASPIRED TO STUDY MEDICINEJ BUT 

WHEN HE GRADUATED FROM COLLEGE THERE WERE 
. . 

YOUNGER BROTHERS AND SISTERS TO BE EDUCATED. 

THEN WORLD WAR I CAME ALONGJ AND HE WAS NEVER 

ABLE TO FULFILL THIS DREAM. THEREFORE J HE J 

THE GRANDSON WAS EXPECTED TO FULFILL HIS 

FATHER'S DREAM AND FOLLOW IN HIS GRANDFATHER'S 

• 
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FOOTSTEPS. . As FAR BACK AS HE COULD REMEMBER., 

HE WAS CALLED THE " LITTLE DOCTOR ., " AND HE 

WAS GIVEN TOY STETHOSCOPES AND LITTLE BLACK 

MEDICINE CASES FOR CHRISTMAS AND WAS CONSTANTLY 

REMINDED OF THIS FAMILY HOPE. 

THERE IS LITTLE WONDER THEN THAT HE GREW UP 

INTO AD.OLESCENCE WITH A POWERFUL SENSE THAT 

THIS WAS WHAT HE WAS DESTINED TO DO WITH HIS 

LIFE, HOWEVER THERE WERE SEVERAL FACTORS 

IN HIS LIFE THAT BEGAN TO CAUSE HIM SOME 

DOUBT. HE HAD ALMOST NO PRACTICAL DEXTERITY, 
HE HAD TROUBLE DOING LITTLE INTRICATE THINGS 

WITH HIS HANDS, HE HAD NOT ., FOR EXAMPLE., 

MASTERED THE ART OF TYING HIS OWN SHOES BY 

THE TIME HE WAS IN THE FIRST GRADE, 

THEN WHEN HE GOT TO HIGH SCHOOL AND BEGAN 

TO TAKE CHEMISTRY., HE FOUND THAT HE WAS 

INTELLECTUALLY CAPABLE OF DOING THE WORK ., 

BUT HAD NO GENUINE ENTHUSIASM FOR SCIENTIFIC 

ENDEAVORS AT ALL, . HIS GREAT JOY WAS WITH 

PEOPLE AND IDEAS, HE WAS MUCH MORE EXCITED 

ABOUT SCHOOL POLITICS AND SUBJECTS LIKE HISTORY 

AND ENGLISH AND RELIGION THAN SPENDING HOURS 

IN A LABORATORY DISSECTING ANIMAL OR PLANT 

LIFE. 

THESE AND OTHER EXPERIENCES LED THIS YOUNG 
. 

. 
. 

MAN TO DECIDE WHEN HE WAS STILL IN COLLEGE 

THAT PERHAPS HE SHOULD BECOME A MINISTER. 
. . 

HE REMEMBERS STILL HOW DISAPPOINTED THE MEMBERS 



3 

OF HIS FAMILY WERE WITH HIS DECISION, THEY 

HAD WANTED AND NEEDED SOMETHING FRDM HIM THAT 

HE WAS NOT HONORING.-

FREDERICK BUECHNER HAD A SIMILAR EXPERIENCE, 

HE GREW UP IN A UNITARIAN HOME WHERE ORGANIZED 

RELIGION WAS A RATHER LOW PRIORITY) AND WHEN 

HE MADE A RATHER ABRUPT DECISION TO ENTER 

SEMINARY AND START PREPARING FOR THE MINISTRY) 

IT CAUSED GREAT DISMAY IN HIS FAMILY, HE 

WRITES THAT NOT LONG AFTER THIS HE WAS HAVING 

SUNDAY LUNCH WITH ONE OF HIS GRANDMOTHER'S 

CLOSEST FRIEND}-A WEALTHY) HIGHLY PLACED 

BOSTONIAN LADY. THERE WAS A TABLE FILLED 

WITH GUESTS THAT DAY AND WHEN A LULL CAME 

IN THE CONVERSATION) HIS HOSTESS SAID ICILY) 

" I  HEAR YOU'RE PLANNING TO ENTER THE MINISTRY, 

I s  THIS YOUR OWN IDEA OR WERE YOU POORLY ADVISED?" 

I T'S NO WONDER THAT WE ALL SOMETIMES RESONATE 

WITH E.E. CUMMING'S WORDS) "To BE NOTHING­

BUT-YOURSELF IN A WORLD THAT IS DOING ITS 

BEST NIGHT AND DAY TO MAKE YOU EVERYBODY ELSE 

IS TO FIGHT THE HARDEST BATTLE ANY HUMAN BEING 
. ' . 

CAN FIGHT AND NEVER STOP FIGHTING." I T  IS 

NOT EA-SY TO COPE WITH THE PRESSURES THAT COME 

FROM OTHERS OR ARISE WHEN YOU CROSS OTHER 

PEOPLE'S DESIRES. 

ON THE OTHER HAND) WHEN YOU GIVE IN AT THIS 
. ' ' 

POINT AND LET OTHER PEOPLE MAKE YOU OVER OR 

FOLLOW THEIR DESIRES THAT IS EQUALLY PAINFUL, 



1 CAN REMEMBER TOO MANY TIMES IN MY LIFE WHEN 

I HAVE NOT HAD THE FORTITUDE TO SAY nNo J n 

TO A PROJECT THAT SOMEONE WANTED ME TO DO--

A PROJECT THAT I DID NOT HAVE THE TIME OR 

THE SKILL TO CARRY OUTJ AND YET I SAID "YES" 

AGAINST MY BETTER JUDGMENT. AND THEN I 

EXPERIENCED THE ENORMOUS FATIGUE THAT ALWAYS 

ACCOMPANIES DOING SOMETHING WHEN YOUR HEART 

IS NOT IN IT. 

I THINK MANY TIMES WE LET OURSELVES BE MADE 

OVER INTO OTHER PEOPLE'S IMAGES BECAUSE WE 

HAVE SO LITTLE SELF-ESTEEM AND ONE WAY OF 
. . 

GETTING A LITTLE BIT IS TO GIVE IN AND TRY 
. . 

, TO EARN SELF-ESTEEM) BY TRY I NG TO EARN THE 

APPROVAL OF OTHERS. 

HERE'S A STORY ABOUT A WOMAN I SHALL CALL 
. . . 

JULIA. As FAR BACK AS JULIA COULD REMEMBER) 

HER BEGINNING POINT IN SELF-AWARENESS WAS 

DECIDEDLY NEGATIVE IN TONE. SHE SAID THAT 

FROM THE VERY BEGINNING SHE DID NOT LIKE THE 

WAY SHE CAME FROM THE HAND OF THE CREATOR. 

SHE IMAG·INED HERS.ELF AS AN EMPTINESS) A BIG 
. . 

FAT ZERO I I I O.NE WHO SOMEHOW DID NOT MEASURE 

UP AS SHE WAS. SHE SAID THAT SHE REMEMBERED 

ONE PARTICULAR PEANUTS COMIC STRIP THAT 

DESCRIBED HER PERFECTLY. I N  THE CARTOON) 

CHARLIE IS LAMENTING TO HIS FRIEND LINUS ABOUT 
' 

HIS CHRONIC LIFE-LONG SENSE OF INSECURITY. 
. . . . � . . 

+ + 
• • 

• 

" I T GOES ALL THE WAY BACK TO THE BEGINNING�" 

HE SAYS) nTHE MOMENT I WAS BORN AND STEPPED 
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ON THE STAGE OF HISTORY1 THEY TOOK ONE LOOK 

AT ME AND SAID, 'Nor RIGHT FOR THE PART.'" 

JULIA WAS NOT ABLE TO TRACE OUT ALL THE CAUSES 
. 

. . 

O.F THIS SELF-DESPISING. SHE DID REMEMBER 

THAT AGAIN AND AGAIN IN HER EARLY DAYS SHE 

WAS TOLDJ " I F  YOU ARE EVER GOING TO AMOUNT 

TO- ANYTHINGJ YOU HAVE TO MAKE SOMETHING OF 
. .  

YOURSELF." 

SHE SAID THAT SHE WAS SURE THAT THOSE WHO 

SAID THIS MEANT IT TO BE A SOURCE OF MOTIVATION 

TO INSPIRE HER TO MAKE THE MOST OF WHAT SHE 

HAD BEEN GIVEN, BUT THAT'S NOT WHAT SHE 

HEARD. CHILD EDUCATORS HAVE POINTED OUT THAT 

CHILDREN ARE OFTEN EXCELLENT OBSERVORS BUT 

POOR INTERPRETERS. THEY HARDLY MISS A THING 

WHEN IT COMES TO TAKING IT ALL INJ BUT DRAWING 

THE CORRECT CONCLUSION IS ANOTHER THING. IN 

THE CASE OF JULIAJ SHE SAID THAT SHE TOOK 

THESE WORDS AS AN ASSESSMENT OF HER CONDITION) 

RATHER THAN AS A CHALLENGE TO HER POTENTIAL. 

SHE INTERPRETED THEM TO MEAN--"As YOU ARE 

JUST NOW, YOU DO NOT AMOUNT TO ANYTHING1 AND 

IF THERE IS EVER GOING-TO BE ANY SIGNIFICANCE 

TO YOUR LIFEJ YOU ARE GOING TO HAVE TO GO 

SOMEWHERE ELSE AND IMPORT IT AND BECOME 

SOMETHING OTHER THAN WHAT YOU ARE RIGHT NOW, " 

JULIA WAS NOT ATTEMPTING TO BLAME OTHERS FOR 

HER LOW SELF-ESTEEM, SHE KNEW THAT EACH ONE 

OF US HAS SOME RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE IMAGES 
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OF SELF THAT WE CREATE OUT OF WHAT GOES ON 
. . . . . 

AROUND US. SHE KNEW THAT SHE WAS THE ONE 

WHO HAD SOMEWHERE ALONG THE LINE DECIDED THAT 

SHE WAS NOT GOOD ENOUGH AS SHE WAS, A MOOD 

OF DISSATISFACTION SETTLED OVER HER WHOLE 

EXISTENCE AND BEC·AME THE VANTAGE POINT FROM 

WHICH SHE INTERPRETED EVERYTHING, 

WINSTON CHURCHHILL USED TO TELL THE STORY 

OF A BRITISH FAMILY THAT WENT OUT FOR A PICNIC 

BY A LAKE. I N  THE COURSE OF THE AFTERNOON ) 

THE FIVE-YEAR-OLD SON FELL INTO THE WATER. 
. . 

UNFORTUNATELY) NONE OF THE ADULTS COULD SWIM. 

As THE CHILD WAS BOBBING UP AND DOWN AND 

EVERYONE ON THE SHORE WAS DISSOLVING IN -

PANIC ) A PASSERBY SAW THE SITUATION. AT 
. . 

GREAT RISK TO HIMSELF) HE DIVED IN FULLY 

CLOTHED AND MANAGED TO REACH THE CHILD JUST 

BEFORE HE CAME UP FOR THE THIRD TIME. HE 

WAS ABLE TO PULL HIM OUT OF THE WATER AND 

PRESENT HIM SAFE AND SOUND TO HIS MOTHER. 

I NSTEAD OF THANKING THE STRANGER FOR HIS 

HEROIC EFFORTS) HOWEVER) THE MOTHER SNAPPED 

PEEVISHLY AT THE RESCUER) "WHERE'S JOHNNY.'S 

CAP?" SOMEHOW IN ALL THE COMMOTION THE BOY'S 

CAP HAD GOTTEN LOST. OUT OF ALL THE FACETS 

OF THAT EPISODE ) THE WOMAN FOUND SOMETHING 

WITH WHICH TO BE DISSATISFIED, 

JULIA DECIDED THAT THE ONLY WAY A NOBODY COULD 

BECOME A SOMEBODY WAS TO COMPETE AND ACHIEVE. 
. . . � 

PERHAPS THIS WOULD FILL HER EMPTINESS. 
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.... 

SHE TRIED EVERYTHING. I N  THE EARLY GRADES 

OF SCHOOLJ SHE LEARNED HOW TO MANEUVER HER 

WAY INTO BECOMING THE TEACHER'S PET. LATER 

ON SHE RAN FOR EVERY SCHOOL OFFICE SHE COULD. 

SHE BECAME A CHEERLEADER AND MADE THE BEST 

GRADES POSSIBLE. SHE SAID THAT BY UNTIRING 

EFFORT AND MANIPULATION SHE MANAGED TO BECOME 

FAIRLY SUCCESSFUL. AND SHE REMEMBERED NOT 

ONLY TAKING PRIDE IN WHAT SHE WAS ACCOMPLISHINGJ 

BUT SHE WAS ALSO BEGINNING TO EXPERIENCE THE 

DARK SIDE OF THIS APPROACH TO LIFE--SHE BEGAN 

TO FEEL CONTEMPT TOWARD THOSE WHO WERE NOT 

DOING AS WELL, 

THIS OVERWHELMING NECESSITY TO ACHIEVE� NOT 

FOR THE JOY OF ACHIEVEMENT IN ITSELFJ BUT 

IN AN ATTEMPT TO MAKE SOMETHING OF HERSELFJ 

CONT INUED THROUGH COLLEGE AND ON INTO HER 

WORKING LIFE. SHE HAD A GOOD JOB) WAS MAKING 

MORE MONEY THAN MOST YOUNG WOMEN HER AGE AND 

YET SHE STILL FELT AN EMPTINESS, 

AFTER ABOUT 

JULIA BEGAN 

OF FATIGUE. 

TEN YEARS IN THE WORKING WORLD 

TO FEEL AN OVERPOWERING SENSE 

SHE SAID, "Do YOU REALIZE HOW 

MUCH ENERGY IT TAKES TO ALWAYS HAVE TO SUCCEED 

AND COME OUT NUMBER ONE?" SHE WAS ALSO BEGINNING 

TO SENSE HOW LONELY AND ISOLATED THIS WAY 

OF LIVING LEAVES ONE. How CAN YOU RELATE 

WARMLY TO PERSONS WHEN YOU REAL IZE THAT AT 
. . . 

A DEEPER LEVEL YOU ARE COMPETING WITH THEM 

AND TRYING TO OUTDO THEM? SHE BEGAN TO 
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REMEMBER TIMES THAT SHE HAD NOT BEEN ABLE 

TO REACH OUT AND IDENTIFY WITH ANOTHER'S NEEDS 

BECAUSE HER OWN NEED TO BE APPROVED WAS SO 

OVERWHELMING, 

JULIA HAD BEEN A CHURCH ATTENDER OFF AND ON 

AFTER SHE GOT OUT OF COLLEGE AND SHE HAD GROWN 
. . 

UP IN A CHRISTIAN ENVIRONMENT J BUT SHE HAD 
. 

. 

NOT BEEN VERY DEEPLY AFFECTED BY IT ALL, 

THEN ONE SUNDAY MORNINGJ IN THE MIDST OF HER 

GROWING DESPAIR J SHE FOUND HERSELF IN A WORSHIP 
. . 

SERVICE AGAIN. THE SCRIPTURE READING THAT 

MORNING WAS THE SAME AS WAS READ HERE THIS 

MORNING--THE PASSAGE FROM THE SERMON ON THE 

MOUNT WHERE JESUS TOLD HIS DISCIPLES AND TELLS 

us AS WELL--"You ARE THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD. 

A CITY SET ON A HILL CANNOT BE HID. NOR DO 

PEOPLE LIGHT A LAMP AND PUT IT UNDER A BUSHELJ 

BUT ON A STANDJ AND IT GIVES LIGHT TO THE 

WHOLE HOUSE .. LET YOUR LIGHT SO SHINE BEFORE 

PEOPLE THAT THEY MAY SEE YOUR GOOD WORKS AND 

GIVE GLORY TO Goo." 

I N  THAT MOMENT IT DAWNED ON HERJ SHE HAD WORTH 

ALREADY BY THE GRACE OF CREATION AND DID NOT 

HAVE TO STRIVE OR ACHIEVE TO ACQUIRE IT, 

JESUS DID NOT SAY SHE HAD TO TURN THE WORLD 

UPSIDE DOWN, SHE DID NOT HAVE TO OUTDO ALL 
. . 

• 

OTHERS IN ORDER TO EARN LIGHT OR WORK VIGOROUSLY 
. 

. . . 

IN ORDER TO ACHIEVE LIGHT, JESUS SIMPLY SAYS: 
. 

. 

"You ARE THE LIGHT�ll AND THEN SUGGESTS HOW 
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WHAT IS GIVEN IS TO BE USED, No ONE LIGHTS 

A LAMP AND PUTS IT UNDER A BUSHEL ) BUT ON 
. . 

A LAMPSTAND SO THAT IT ILLUMINES ALL THAT 

IS AROUND IT, 

THIS VERY CLEARLY SAYS THAT THE LIGHT WE 

ALREADY ARE; THAT ISJ THE UNIQUE SHAPE OF 

-------

OUR OWN CREATED BEING J NEEDS TO BE ACKNOWLEDGED 

AS A GIFT AND THEN MADE A GOOD PRESENT FOR 
. . 

SOMEONE ELSE BY BEING ALLOWED TO SHINE IN 
. . 

ALL ITS UNIQUENESS, To BE SURE THERE ARE 

ALWAYS PEOPLE AROUND WITH BUSHELS WHO ARE 
. . 

READY TO COVER UP OUR LIGHT IN THEIR DESIRES 

OR NEEDS. AND WE OURSELVES AT TIMES TRY TO 

PUT OUR LIGHT UNDER A BUSHEL, s�./H1,,,t.J f-(11), � 

� t )u. Ip .,� d,tc.Al'Y1? wt.. •Y � �/'Ji 1l. � c_ r?.A..�/ ·�Ir_. 
' 

' 

So WE ALWAYS HAVE THE DECISION--WILL WE ALLOW 

OTHER PEOPLE'S BUSHELS OR O.UR OWN TO COVER 

UP THE LIGHT J ACCORDING TO WHAT THEY WANT 

OR NEED? OR WILL WE HAVE THE COURAGE TO PLACE 

OUR LIGHT ON A LAMPSTAND AND LET THAT UNIQUE 

LIGHT BE A CONTRIBUTION TO THE WORLD? LAMPSTAND 

OVER BUSHEL IS THE HIGHEST CHALLENGE EACH 

ONE OF US FACES, 

HERE WAS JULIAJ HERE IS EACH ONE OF USJ LOOKING 

EVERYWHERE IN THE REALM OF ACHIEVEMENT FOR 

A WAY TO AMOUNT TO SOMETHING AND ALL ALONG 

THE WORTH HAD BEEN RIGHT THERE WITHIN HER 

AND IT IS WITHIN US. ALL WE HAVE TO DO IS 

TO REALIZE IT AND ACCEPT IT. "You ARE THE 
. . 

LIGHT OF THE WORLD." 

··-....... 

\ 
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SOREN KIERKEGAARD SAYS THAT ALL SIN GOES BACK 

TO A SINGLE ROOT--NAMELYJ OUR REFUSAL TO BE 
. . - . . 

WHAT GOD CREATED US TO BE. EVERY GIFT YOU 
. . . - - . . 

. 

HAVE BEEN GIVEN BY Gon· IN CREATING YOU IS 
. . . 

THE LIGHT TO BE GIVEN TO OTHERS I -You ARE 
. . . 

THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD. WILL YOU PUT THE 

LIGHT ON A LAMPSTAND OR LET IT BE HIDDEN UNDER 

A BUSHEL? AMEN. 

\ 


