LIVING IN A LAND OF SHADOWS

Do you remember Frank Spencer? The character created by Michael Crawford for the
sit-com “Some Mothers do ‘ave ‘em:” total twit/ black beret/ long raincoat?

I always remember one episode when Frank went to Confession at his church. He
knelt down beside the priest and said,

“Father, do you remember all those sins I told you about yesterday?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I done ‘em again today.”

I was thinking that that conversation could sum up the whole history of the human
race: you know all those sins we did yesterday? We did them again today. And we will
almost certainly do them again tomorrow.”

Isaiah wrote from within a world where money bought power and power bought
violence and his nation had been betrayed by people they trusted.

Jesus was talking to men and women who were living in a world where money bought
power and power bought violence and his nation had been brought to its knees by a
ruthless foreign regime.

In twenty-first century Britain we are living in a world where money buys power and
power buys violence. Our nation is fast losing the first two and becoming increasingly
vulnerable to the third.

You remember all those sins we did three thousand years ago? All those mistakes we
made? All those false ideals we trusted? Well we are doing it again today....

Living in a land of shadow; shadows of fear, of uncertainty, of injustice, has been part
of the deal since the start of human civilisation.

There have always been strong men and women who have bullied weaker men and
women; fortunately- placed people who have ignored the needs of the unfortunate;
great leaders who have had all the right gifts for making a nation strong but whose
power combined with their personal baggage made them cruel and unreasonable.
You have always had the struggle within individual humans of personal greed versus
communal justice; of individual hatred versus national peace; of the lure of fancy
words versus honest truth.

Which is why every political set-up which has claimed to offer a perfect civilisation
has gone wrong: from Imperial Rome to Ancient Greece; from Marxist communism
to German Nazism. Even that much-praised “David’s line” in the Bible did not last
beyond two monarchies.

If you have read “The Lord of the Rings,” you will remember how Mordor, the
kingdom of evil is called “the land of shadows” because it has been corrupted by a
vicious ruler. When Mordor is finally defeated, Gandalf, the good wizard laughs out
loud for joy and says “a great shadow has departed” and you feel that from now on,
give or take a few mopping-up operations, all will be sweetness and light. No more
shadows. No more fear. No more hatred. No more destruction.

But “The Lord of the Rings” is, when all is said and done, a fairy storyj; it is not real.
In real life, the shadows are always there because each succeeding generation of
humanity creates their own.

Isaiah, you know all those shadows you wrote about yesterday? Well, you can write

about them again today.
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In one sense, it is almost to know that the shadows are with us to stay. We are not
going to get rid of them. Believing that you can and should banish all shadow from
the world actually tends to have a negative effect on us.

If you think about it: it has been those who have thought that they, personally, could
banish the shadows and create the perfect society, who have ended up causing the
most misery and devastation: Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Robert Mugabe. They
started out with good dreams and high ideals but then it all went horribly wrong
because they did not allow for their own or for other people’s weakness.

For the rest of us, “ordinary people,” dreaming of getting rid of shadows once and for
all has been like holding up an impossible fantasy which does nothing in the end but
make you feel miserable and inadequate: like reading too much Barbara Cartland and
thinking your relationships dreary in comparison with her passionate romances; or
wondering why you cannot wipe the grime off your cooker with the same quick swipe
of the TV housewife and look drop-dead gorgeous while you do it. This kind of
“vision” is only used as a selling point. It has no basis in reality and gets us frustrated
because we cannot make it reality. In the same way, men and women who have
believed that it should be possible to create a perfect world, have become first angry,
then apathetic because it simply does not happen.

Religion, of course, has been widely abused on all sides. Many great dictators used
religion to justify themselves: God is on my side and therefore I am totally in order to
go round killing everybody. Or they go a bit further and say there is no god. There is
only me and I am the highest authority.

And those who despair of the world have used religion as a cop-out. The world is full
of evil. Only we and our religion can be pure if we keep ourselves apart and focus
only on our own spiritual wellbeing. Or again, they go a bit further and say there
cannot possibly be a god with all this bad stuff going on. There is only me, so I’ll just
take care of myself, thank-you very much.

If you look carefully, you will notice that the Bible does not actually promise us a
shadow-free world, not while we live in this world, anyway. There are promises of
hope and help from God in creating a better world; there are exhortations to God’s
people to work for peace and justice in the name of God; but it is made quite clear that
the shadows will still be there. There will always be human sin and human weakness
to grapple with. There will always be the temptation to let greed get the better of
justice and to allow power to slide out of control. The shadows are inescapable. There
will be no time when we, in this world, can laugh with relief and say a great shadow
has departed, for ever. Those who lived through two World Wars found that out.
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So where then, was Isaiah coming from when he promised this great light on those
who live in a land of shadow? Is this another Barbara Cartland-type fantasy?

Isaiah did not say that the shadows would disappear. What he said was that the
shadows were not the be-all and end-all of the human story. Light would be given to
those who lived in shadow and this would make all the difference.

You see, people who have come to live surrounded only by the shadows of fear, pain
and uncertainty can see nothing but darkness ahead and around them. And because of
this black darkness, they cannot see themselves clearly; they cannot see other people
clearly; they cannot see the world clearly; and they cannot see God clearly. They find



it hard to give or to receive love. They find it impossible to be creative in their work.
They forget how to enjoy themselves. Despair takes hold of them. Maybe we have
been in that place at some time or other in our lives.

There is no way forward because we can see only darkness. There is no help because
we can see no hands reaching out to us. We can do nothing but stand still and the
shadows take us over.

That was where Isaiah’s people were. They had trusted in a power which had betrayed
them. They were surrounded by enemies on every side. They could not see how they
would survive as a nation. They had lost all their energy, all their creative power, all
their love of community, all their hope and all their faith. The shadows were taking
them over.

When Jesus sat talking with his disciples he could see that his people would face a
similar fate: the temple would be destroyed, both Christians and Jews would be
persecuted by an Emperor whose power had got totally out of control; there would be
suffering and betrayal and they too could easily end up engulfed in shadow.

But the people walking in darkness have seen a great light said Isaiah and, if you
remember what I once told you about the Hebrew language having no clear tenses,
this verse can mean the people have seen a great light or the people are seeing a great
light or the people will see a great light. It is a promise for all time and for all people.
Yes, there will always be shadows. But there will also always be light.

And what is this light? It is not the light of our own positive thinking because when
the shadows engulf you completely you have lost all capacity to think positively. It is
the light of a greater power than ourselves: the light of divine love and eternal
wisdom; the light of holy power and unquenchable hope. It is the light of which St
John was to write centuries later: the darkness cannot put out this light. It is the light
of the presence of God himself in our world and this light was never seen more clearly
or experienced more deeply than in the coming of Jesus Christ.

Countless men and women have known the shadows but they have also been given
the light and not often because they themselves have been looking for it. The light has
found them.

And this light, they have said, has shown them the way forward through the shadow
places.

This light, they have said, has revealed for them where their friends and comrades are.
This light, they have said, has given them back some hope.

This light, they have said, has brought them to understand themselves and life and
God a little better.

This light has shown them their lives and their world as places of possibility rather
than dead ends. It has saved them from going down into the pit of black despair.

You know that light which was there yesterday for Isaiah? It’s there for us today.
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And because this is the light of God, it is not just about putting a brave smile on your
face through bleak times. It is a transforming power which will make a long-term
difference to ourselves and to our world.

Back in the time of Isaiah, the Assyrian empire soon got its comeuppance in the form
of the even more powerful Persian Emperor. Under this new regime, Isaiah’s people



were allowed to return to their homeland, re-build their homes and re-establish their
religion. And because his people had received the light of God in their dark times;
because they had been given hope and wisdom; they had been able to hold their faith,
maintain their community and now, when the time was right, they were able to restore
their nation. Without that light the shadows of fear and despair would have overcome
them and they would not have survived. There would have been nothing to re-build.

In the days of the great persecution, towards the end of the first century AD, the time
of which Jesus was speaking, there was terror and cruelty in abundance and the
Christian church could so easily have been stamped out before it had even got going.
But it did not. As Jesus had promised, those that hold out to the end shall be saved.
The light of faith and hope, love and courage kept the shadows of anger and despair at
bay and the behaviour of the Christians during the persecution was such that more and
more people joined them. The church grew rather than dwindled. Nero could not
destroy it. The light was stronger than the shadows.

The shadows are still with us, perhaps a little more menacing now than they have
been for a while: there are wars and rumours of wars; we never know when the next
terrorist attack will strike; many of you, your friends, neighbours and families are
facing financial and professional crises on a large scale; the ecological situation
remains grave and in the Christian church there are times when we have good cause to
fear that we shall not survive another generation.

The shadows are there- but so is the light. And that light of wisdom and truth, love
and power, courage and peace, faith and hope is given to us in the reality of Jesus
Christ in our lives day after day. And that light will hold us, guide us, inspire us and
empower us through the shadows because it is far stronger than we are. It will keep us
strong and keep us ready to rebuild our church, our nation and our world into
something nearer the kingdom of God.

Despite the shadows, we can move forward in life and in faith.
Despite the shadows, we can grow in understanding and strength
Despite the shadows, we can receive deep wisdom and inspiration
Despite the shadows, we can know the glory of God

We cannot laugh in relief that the shadows are gone- not yet.

But we can laugh in defiance because the light of God shines in the darkness and the
darkness has not overcome it.

Amen.



