Isaiah 60
Arise and Shine
Conferences are great. We come to them tired from daily life, weary and perhaps wondering whether our faith is really such a great thing whether God is really given us the power to live the life that he promised. But then we come to a time like this and with surrounded by people who believe the same things that we believe, we see friends, we receive the word of God and we praise and everything seems right again. So what we normally do is end the conference on something like Matthew 28, go and make disciples. Because we are refreshed, full of the word of God and excited we hear these words, say yes I'm going to go out and raise disciples and by this time next year I'm going to have a whole fellowship or a whole church to bring to the next Encounter.
But we also know the reality rarely turns out like we expect. January the first is New Year’s Day but the real new year for students is 1 September. As a teacher I begin every year with resolutions about what I am going to do differently in my classroom or the school. Sometimes the things I planned worked out but many times they failed and after a few weeks I'd forgotten them. As we end our conference we may have some resolutions in mind, things we want to do differently because of what we have experienced together this week. The purpose of this message is to help each of us to consider how we can live fruitfully after this conference.
The title of the message is, arise and shine. It is God’s word to his people, to shine in the world and by shining, make disciples of all nations as Jesus commanded us to do. So we'll think about what it means to shine, how we can shine and how our shining can bring the gospel to the world.
1. Arise, shine
The first verse of Isaiah 60 says, ‘‘Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord rises upon you.’ When I was a kid, my mum would come into my bedroom in the morning and say rise and shine. It is something people who get up early say to people who do not like to get up early. Sometimes it becomes a little bit angry when that person doesn't get out of bed or when the person in bed does not like to be told. In this passage God is speaking to Israel. This is a prophecy about the resurrection of Israel after a time of great suffering through the exile. Israel had fallen into sin, they no longer obeyed God and therefore God allowed their enemies to destroy the nation and to carry them off into exile. The people wept at the loss of their nation and some repented although many did not. In time God promised he would punish the nations we had abused Israel and bring his people back.
This chapter though comes towards the end of the book of Isaiah and although God did bring his people back to Israel what we're looking at here is really a prophecy of the end of the world. As we consider the passage you'll notice all sorts of promises. God says the nations will bring great wealth and Israel will be peaceful, powerful, wealthy and strong. Verse 19 says, ‘The sun will no more be your light by day, nor will the brightness of the moon shine on you, for the Lord will be your everlasting light, and your God will be your glory.’ This is a great promise of God, exactly like the description of the end of the world, the new heaven and the new earth in Revelation. What makes it great is not that it is new but that God is there. It is something for us to look forward to for eternity.
But the problem with a passage like this can feel too far off. The promise that things will be great at the end of time after we've died and risen from the dead is great but what about now? We are about to go home to our families, our studies and our jobs, what difference will this make then? The answer is that we need to hold tight to this promise because it will make a huge difference in our daily lives. The idea that change is only going to come later is one of the big reasons why our New Year's resolutions fail. We need to understand what it means to arise and shine now.
There is a certain irony to this phrase because most people don't shine when they get out of bed. Most of us look quite grey and little bit miserable. It is disappointing to find that we have to get up again and go to school, university, work or church! There are people who get out of bed filled with excitement first thing in the morning, they are eager to get on with things. But those people are a minority. So the question is, how can we be people who get up and shine not just in the morning but in life? We also need to ask where our light is going to come from. Look again at verse one, ‘…the glory of the Lord rises upon you.’ In verse 2 the Lord rises upon you and his glory appears over you. That reminds us of Exodus and the glory of God leading the people of Israel through the desert. That was a group of people who arose, they walked out of Egypt and into the desert and naturally they didn't shine. In fact they were very dark. Verse 2 says, ‘darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples.’ These were people who had lived in the darkness of slavery and that darkness did not go away immediately. They say, you can take the slave out of Egypt but you can't take Egypt out of the slave, or at least that it is hard to take Egypt out of the slave. These people were free on the outside but still acted like slaves on the inside. Instead of being thankful to be free, they looked at the desert and all the challenges there, they complained about God and even talked about going back to Egypt.
They needed light, the light of the Lord and they received it. As they walked through the desert God led them in a pillar of fire. Verse 3 says ‘nations will come to your light’.  As Israel walked through the desert nations came and saw this huge pillar of fire. They attacked the Israelites because they were afraid what this fire was.
But even though Israel had the light of God in front of them, they were still defeated by some of those nations. In particular, after the people had rejected the advice of Caleb and Joshua to take the land, they attacked and were defeated because the light of God did not go with them and because the light of God was not in them. They were people who had the title of Israelite and the light of God in front of them but they were powerless. As Christians we may think that because we come from a Christian family or go to church on Sunday that God will bless everything we do. But there is a difference between being able to see the light of God in front of us and having the light of God within us. If you look again at verse 2 you'll see it says the Lord rises up on you and his glory appears over you. In the desert the glory of the Lord appeared over the people but they had not allowed the Lord to rise up on them. Verse 1 says the glory of the Lord rises up on you and your light has come. So the light we're talking about comes from God the question is how do we make that light shine within us rather than just be near us? 
Verse 5 says, ‘Then you will look and be radiant, your heart will throb and swell with joy.’ That is the image of the Christian life which I want, a life of joy. That is what it means to arise and shine it's what it means for my light to have come and for the glory of the Lord to rise upon me. I hope that's what we all want and I guess that's why we all came here. So the second part of this message is to consider how we come to this place where we live the next 12 months radiant with hearts throbbing and swelling with joy. How do we live with the glory of the Lord upon us in ordinary life?
2. How to arise and shine
One of my frustrations as a Christian is hearing a great message and wanting to do the things that I hear in that message and then finding just how difficult it is when ordinary life starts again. I guess we've all had that experience of hearing the word on Sunday and on Monday morning coming up against real life. By Monday lunchtime we may have completely forgotten the message. Verse 2 says, ‘darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples.’ That can be our daily experience of life. We might want to live this great Christian life and want to be like Jesus, we may want to rise and shine but when we get up in the morning it's physically dark, perhaps it's raining, the bus is late and crowded, people we work with and study alongside are negative and miserable or perhaps they reject us because we're not like them. Maybe none of those things are true maybe we’ve simply got a lot of work to do or even just life doesn't quite seem to have the light that we want it to have.
For me that was a big struggle when I first graduated from university. I was full of great ideas about things I wanted to do and the way I wanted to live. When I tried to put them into practise, I discovered not that the world was the problem but that I was the problem. I struggled to unlock the power to do the things I wanted to do. I had these great ideas and philosophies that I picked up from films and books but what seemed great in a movie just didn't work in reality. So I became quite depressed not so much because of the darkness around me but the darkness within me which stopped me really living the life I wanted to live.
That was the point at which a friend of mine asked me to study the Bible and I became a Christian. Even today, more than 20 years later, my friends say they can remember the day I came to faith because they saw the change, they saw the darkness leave and the light come and show joy on my face. I remember having very stiff shoulders through stress and that stiffness falling away because the light of Jesus had come into my life. For some people here today, that is what you need, to allow Jesus into your life. Notice in verse 1 it is the glory of the Lord and in verse 2 the Lord rises upon you. Letting Jesus lead your life will transform you. 
But there's a lot of people in this room who do believe and yet struggle with darkness. We can blame everything outside. This is a dark time in politics, economics and all sorts of social problems that we're facing as well as war and environmental problems and all of those other things. And yet the greater problem is really in our own hearts. The Austrian psychologist Viktor Frankl survived the concentration camps of World War 2. As a psychologist he wondered why it was that some people in the camps were able to overcome and others were overcome by their circumstances. His conclusion was that people with hope were able to overcome even when their immediate situation was terrible. He said, "When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves." That is very much our situation right now. There are lots of particular challenges which make this time difficult. Finding work is hard, getting a house is hard and the cost of living keeps on rising. As we said already there's all these huge problems in the background; trade wars, wars, global warming and all of these other things which make life seem dark and tough. I am sure that for many people that makes it hard to arise and shine because you wonder, what's the point?
I don't want to be the old guy who tells you it was always like this but my experience was that graduating from university was one of the hardest things I ever did because I could no longer rely on doing what my parents expected or what everyone else was doing. I had to find a way to live and establish myself as an adult. I grew up in a generation which was certain we would be destroyed by nuclear war. It was different thirty years ago but the truth is whenever you are born you have very little control over the world around but a great deal of control over the world within you. If you think of yourself like an Israelite in the desert you are in a dark place but there are these incredible lights in front of you. The question is, how do you get that light to be in you because that is how you are becoming light for yourself and the world around you. 
The American Psychologist Todd Hall wrote a book based on his research into how Christians are transformed. They looked at lots of people who had seen real change in their lives and they asked what are the factors which are common to all of those people. They came up with four things; scripture, community, contemplative prayer and suffering. Suffering happens anyway; you don't need to create your own suffering. But we have some degree of control over the other three. The way we go from having light just on the outside to having that light inside is through those three things; scripture, community and contemplative prayer, these in turn impact the way we respond to suffering and how suffering changes us.
So over the past year I've been working on an experiment with four other people from this community. We have been investigating what it means to bring scripture, prayer and community really into the centre of our lives and allow them to transform us. It is a way to ask the question, how do we take the disciplines of our community, things like bible study, testimony sharing, community and prayer and made them into something which really changes us into people of light. 
You might think that means study the Bible, go to church, pray and attend the prayer meeting. It is good to do these things. But just showing up or following a routine does not make the difference on its own. So how do scripture, community and contemplative prayer transform us from people of darkness into people of light? Being a Christian is not easy we do not change completely immediately. In. Matthew 28 we see that even after the resurrection some of the disciples doubted.
The answer is in verses 19 and 20, ‘The sun will no more be your light by day, nor will the brightness of the moon shine on you, for the Lord will be your everlasting light, and your God will be your glory. Your sun will never set again, and your moon will wane no more; The Lord will be your everlasting light, and your days of sorrow will end.’ Twice here God says, the Lord will be your everlasting light. The question is whether we are trying to be our own light, seeking light from the people around us or if we see that the Lord is our light. Did you notice Todd Hall didn't talk about prayer he talked about contemplative prayer. Many of you have attended workshops on prayer this week. I hope you saw the difference between praying for something and just being with God. The difference between contemplative prayer and other forms of prayer is that contemplative prayer is really spending time with God. There is nothing wrong with a prayer list, it is good to have things and people to pray for. Contemplative prayer is spending time with God in order simply to be with him, to know him and to become like him. So when we pray, we pray with a desire to know God and become like him, to allow the Lord to be our light.
Second when we read scripture, we read it to allow the Lord to be our light. It's easy to read the Bible to gain knowledge or because we think that just reading the words will change us. It's good to know the Bible and it is true that being with the word of God does change us. But we should also be aware that none of us know the Bible as well as the Pharisees did and the Pharisees crucified Jesus. They knew the words of the Bible without allowing the word to change them. Our time with scripture therefore needs to be a time when we are allowing the Lord to be our light. Saint Benedict who popularised the idea of Lectio Divina talked about finding a luminous word when we read the scriptures. That means reading a passage of the Bible and simply pausing and meditating on a word or phrase which really stands out to us. Through that word God can really speak to us. 
Finally there is community. There are some people here who are part of big churches who meet in community groups regularly and others who live apart from their home church or in a small church community. Our experience of community is very different to one another but simply praying and reading scripture alone is not enough. We need to ask ourselves who are the people who support and challenge us in our daily lives of faith? Each of us need to find at least one person with whom we can be completely honest, someone we can confess sin to, ask difficult questions and someone we can have fun with. Notice that verse 21 says, ‘then all your people will be righteous and they will possess the land forever. They are the shoot I have planted, the works of my hands, for the display of my splendour.’ This verse talks about the community, a group of people who together possess the land and who together are a display of God's splendour. Again we should remember this passage is really talking about the end of time so we can't expect that everyone around us is going to be Christian or a part of our church community. But that is all the more reason why we need to be strongly linked to other people whether that is someone we live with, someone we see each week or someone we are only in contact with electronically. I heard one guy say that he has a WhatsApp conversation every morning with a friend in another country simply to check in on each other and support one another in their faith.
The final 2 verses of Isaiah 60 talks about a righteous people and says that, ‘…the least of you will become 1000, the smallest a mighty nation.’ Matthew 28 says, ‘Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.’ That means teach people the Bible and disciple them. It means invite people to join your community whether that's in a small group or a Sunday service. 
But to bring people to Jesus we have to have Jesus. To show people the light we have to have the light. The light does not come just from going to church, reading our bibles and praying lists of prayer topics. The light comes from being in a relationship with God and living in the world. Normal life will bring suffering but that is what makes us grow if we meet suffering with the light of Jesus. It is the light of Jesus that transforms us and it is the light of God which touches the lives of people around us. So when Jesus commands us to go first it is to go inward, to begin each day with the word of God and to hold that word throughout the day knowing that Jesus is with us. As he says in Matthew 28, ‘I am with you always to the very end of the age.’ We may think this is just a general fact but Jesus is with us right now in this room, Jesus is with us in every moment of our lives. That means that every situation you go into in the next 12 months you go into with Jesus, you go with the glory of the Lord. That does not mean you will always win or be successful but it does mean you can always go with peace, joy and with a certain hope that the glory of the Lord will ultimately come on the whole earth. If this is your spirit then people will come to God through you. Arise, shine, for your light has come.
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