
 

 

  

Sermon for Sunday, February 9, 2020 

 

PARTICLE OR WAVE? 

 

“You are the light of the world.” What Jesus said to the multitude gathered on the 

mountainside after he finished his inaugural, was thoroughly in keeping with what he had 

learned in the synagogue. Israel’s call was from the beginning to be a “light to the nations.” 

He continued: “But don’t let it go to your head. The way you let your light shine is by doing 

good works, not self-aggrandizing ones, but the kind that give glory to God.” Conjuring 

Abraham’s charge, Jesus reminded his audience, and us, they—we—are blessed to be a 

blessing to others. Well, that sounds simple enough. But we know better. Nothing Jesus says 

is ever simple. 

 

So, you and I, all of us, are the light of this world. But what is light? Consulting science might 

help, I thought, but as it turns out, light is very tricky to define. Nobody can tell exactly what 

light is. Essentially, light is “electromagnetic radiation that can be detected by the human 

eye.” However, some electromagnetic radiation we can actually see, and some we cannot. 

Especially when it is radiation on the extreme ends of the light spectrum, such as ultraviolet 

on the one end and infrared on the other. 

 

To complicate things further, the way an observer experiences light depends on his or her 

point of view. Sometimes we perceive it as a wave, sometimes as a particle. And both are true 

at the same time—there is no either/or. That’s my Cliff notes version of quantum theory. So 

all this to say—there is no such thing as an objective science. We can only answer a question 

or make sense out of things through our subjective point of view. Take this [object], for 

example. If I asked you to describe it, you would probably say something like … xyz. And if 

you asked me to describe it, I would say abc. Both our observations are true at the same time. 

But if I want to understand your point of view, I need to come over to your side and take a 

look, and vice versa. 

 

In any event, all of this should suffice to illustrate that there is no single answer to the 

question what does it mean that we are the “light of the world.” The answer always depends 

on our context. It matters whether a physicist is talking about light, or an artist, or a 

theologian. In different contexts, light can contribute to growth as the rays of the sun warm us 

every day (well, lately maybe not so much) and nourish plants about ready for their spring 

appearance. It can heal, when we bundle it in the forms of lasers to combat tumors or 

pulverize kidney stones or destroy when we use those lasers for weapons. It can help us see or 

blind us. Light is indeed a marvelous and mysterious “thing.” 

 

So, how may science help us out when it comes to interpreting Jesus’s command to “let our 

light shine before others?” For one, it is good to remember that our light does no good in the 



 

 

world at the extreme ends of the spectrum because others cannot see it there. And if others 

cannot see our light when it dabbles in the extreme, they can also not see God, which is the 

whole point Jesus is making here. God is the focus on which our light should shine. Not us. 

 

It is also important to remember that what we might interpret as how to best shine God’s 

light into a dark world depends very much on our context and our own point of view. Which 

country we live in. Which denomination we belong to. Our gender, our skin color, our life 

experience all matter— all of which contributes to our unique understanding of God’s light 

which is revealed in endless ways, including us. Thus, the spectrum of God’s light is 

immensely broad, wide, and deep. If that’s not the case, we are in trouble. You have heard me 

say this before: if anyone claims to know God’s mind and to be in possession of God’s point 

of view, if anyone wants to claim one particular way of shining God’s light to the exclusion of 

other ways, then run away as fast as you can, because you are not dealing with God’s light, 

but with an ideology. As the apostle Paul put it, “No one comprehends what is truly God’s 

except the Spirit of God.” If we could only keep that in the fore-front of our minds… 

 

And finally, it is important to remember that Jesus calls us to let our light shine together. “All 

y’all let your light shine,” he said. All the children, all the youth, and all the adults in this 

place together. Alone, you and I are just a flicker. But together we can be a torch, a laser, 

whatever we put our minds and hearts and hands to, bearing in mind two things: others need 

to benefit, and God needs to be made visible. This is the job description Jesus left us in the 

Sermon of the Mount: Be merciful. Mourn with those who mourn. Make peace. Be assertive 

but gentle. Don’t be right but do right. Make sure your heart is in the right place. And don’t 

take credit for doing all of this because God is the one who deserves all the credit. That’s how 

we let our light shine before others. 

 

However, in order to get there, Paul says, we must know who we are and whose we are. 

“What human being knows what is truly human except the spirit that is within?” I think we 

often hesitate to let our light shine before others because we do not really know who we are. 

We don’t really know who we are as a person, and we don’t really know who we are as a 

community of faith. 

 

If we are tempted to think we figured out entirely who and whose we are, consider this poem 

by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German pastor and theologian, executed by the Nazis for treason: 

 

Who am I? They often tell me 

I stepped from my cell’s confinement 

Calmly, cheerfully, firmly, 

Like a Squire from his country house. 

Who am I? They often tell me 

I used to speak to my wardens 

Freely and friendly and clearly, 

As though it were mine to command. 



 

 

Who am I? They also tell me 

I bore the days of misfortune 

Equably, smilingly, proudly, 

like one accustomed to win. 

 

Am I then really that which others tell of? 

Or am I only what I myself know of myself? 

Restless and longing and sick, like a bird in a cage, 

Struggling for breath, as though hands were compressing my throat, 

Yearning for colors, for flowers, for the voices of birds, 

Thirsting for words of kindness, for neighborliness, 

Tossing in expectations of great events, 

Powerlessly trembling for friends at an infinite distance, 

Weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at making, 

Faint, and ready to say farewell to it all. 

 

Who am I? This or the Other? 

Am I one person today and tomorrow another? 

Am I both at once? A hypocrite before others, 

And before myself a contemptible weakling? 

Or is something within me still like a beaten army 

Fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved? 

 

Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine. 

Whoever I am, You know, O God, I am yours! 

 

In the end, where we place ourselves on God’s light spectrum doesn’t really matter all that 

much. All that matters is that we know who and whose we are, and that we don’t drift toward 

the extreme where others cannot see us anymore. Because if they cannot see us, they cannot 

see the God whom we are called to make visible in the world. Our call is “simply” to carry 

God’s light into the world and let it shine before others—blessed to be a blessing. 
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