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Our texts this week from Isaiah and from the Gospel of John offer us several 

excellent selections of bumper-sticker theology: 

A light to the nations! 

Lamb of God 

Come and see! 

We have found the Messiah! 

Each of these pithy soundbites holds within its brevity a wealth of theological 

meaning far beyond the words themselves. And isn’t that so often the problem 

with bumper stickers and sound bites? They hint at so much and yet, in 

themselves, they deliver little of that promise. Catchy phrases can so easily be 

tossed about and misconstrued and applied in ways that betray the nuances of 

their context and contradict the purpose of their original speaker. 

God says to the prophet Isaiah:  I will make you the light of the nations, / so that 

my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth. If we lift that call to be “a light to 

the nations” out of Scripture and inhabit it from a cultural perspective, we can 

convince ourselves that our purpose is to provide the distant nations of the world 

– those we judge insufficient of illumination -- with light bulbs we have designed; 

to bring the rest of the world into conformity with our understanding of what 

light looks like and how it functions.  
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But the light of Christ which we are called to carry to the ends of the earth is not 

synonymous with Western Culture’s Enlightenment or with America ingenuity or, 

indeed, with any human attribute or accomplishment. The light of Christ is the 

gospel message of God’s infinite love and redemptive grace. It is a message that 

begins with God’s initiative toward humanity, not with our own actions or ideas 

or aspirations. It is a message grounded in God’s creative power and steadfast 

lovingkindness.  

A bumper sticker that exhorts us to be A Light to the Nations! serves us better 

when expands beyond pithiness to include a reminder that it is Christ’s light which 

we carry, not our own. 

But this isn’t meant to be a sermon that simply criticizes and rejects sound bites 

and bumper stickers because, while they can truncate conversation in 

unfortunate ways, they can also initiate conversation in wonderful ways. A few 

rich meaningful words joined together can create and sustain elaborate, 

compelling images of the relationships and possibilities such words symbolize. 

Catchy succinct phrases can serve as doorways into a broad landscape of fully 

realized, faithful discipleship. 

So, let’s look again at these gems from our texts: 

God’s people, through the prophet Isaiah, are called to a great and serious 

purpose: I will make you the light of the nations  

And alongside that, we read that John the Baptist sees Jesus coming toward him 

and proclaims: Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 

That is quite a pronouncement for John to make when Jesus has not yet begun his 

public ministry, but John does not hesitate to accept the message given to him by 

God that he will meet and know the One who comes to baptize with the Holy 
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Spirit. Further, John testifies to this message that he has been given, so that all 

may know salvation is at hand through this Lamb of God. 

Christians through the centuries have been deeply touched and influenced by this 

identification, by the imagery of John’s declaration. Christians throughout the 

church’s history have been and remain greatly inspired by the prospect of divine 

redemption which John expresses. 

Theologian Stanley Saunders writes that 

John identifies Jesus as ‘the Lamb of God’ who removes the world’s burden 

of sin. Whatever else ‘take away the sin of the world’ might mean, it is 

surely a promise of liberation for the whole of the cosmos. ‘Sin of the 

world’ (not ‘sins’) refers less to personal choices and wrongs than to the 

condition in which humanity exists when idolatry, alienation, and violence 

become normative factors in our lives. The Jesus with whom the Spirit 

abides comes to bring an end to those forces.” 1 

Charles Cousar builds on that idea: 

Jesus is identified as the one who rights the wrongs and breaks the 

dominating power of sin. No longer is there bondage, rejection, 

disenfranchisement, for ‘if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed’. 

The sin of the world, not merely that of the pious or the faithful is 

removed.2 

And Mark Abbot points out that “Although Jesus Christ is the Lamb of God, that 

role did not end with him. Christ’s followers continue suffering with and on behalf 

 
1 Saunders, Connections, Year A, Vol. 1; p. 190 
2 Cousar; Interpretation; October, 1977; p. 401-406 
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of others, so that they might be forgiven, liberated, and empowered for new life.” 
3 

Thus, a central aspect of faithful discipleship is that we Christians are called to 

advocacy on behalf of the vulnerable who continue to be impacted by “the sin of 

the world”. By doing so, we live within the model our Lord has offered us in his 

own life. We bring light to the world’s dark places when we follow the lead of the 

Lamb of God and seek to serve as advocates, companions, mentors, and friends 

for  

 

brothers and sisters who are caught in the consequences of the world’s sins of 

greed, violence, injustice, and indifference. 

In their book, A Path Appears: Transforming Lives, Creating Opportunity, Pulitzer-

Prize winning authors Nicolas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn tell of efforts around the 

world to improve the lives of those living in circumstances of poverty, conflict, or 

oppression. Such efforts range from small, individual quests to global corporate 

innovations. And while their account is not told from a religious perspective, there 

is much in it that is in line with our personal and ecclesial efforts to bring the light 

of God’s love and grace into dark corners where the sin of the world needs to be 

taken away. 

Kristof and WuDunn write about the work of an entity called Evidence Action, 

which focuses efforts on a few carefully chosen projects with proven results, 

primarily aimed at improving health through simple, cost-effective means. Here’s 

one example: 

 
3 Abbot; Connections, Year A, Vol. 1; p. 190 
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Eight hundred and thirty-five million children are at risk for parasitic worm 

infections worldwide. The aid group, Evidence Action, [makes it possible for] a 

donor to deworm a child in Africa or Asia for 50 cents a year. Indeed, recent 

research has found that this is a cost-effective way of making a child healthier and 

more likely to attend school. The improved health and education from deworming 

will allow that child to earn 20 percent more as an adult – all for a penny a week 

today. According to their website, the Evidence Action deworming program is 

currently supporting the treatment of 290 million children annually. 4 

The authors close each chapter in the book with a story that illustrates from a 

human perspective the studies and statistics and programs they have cited. A 

chapter about efforts to improve education in areas of persistent poverty in the 

US leads to the tale of “Mrs. Grady and the Boy Who Made Her Cry”, which I 

share with you now: 

In the late 1950’s Olly Neal was a poor kid with attitude and no obvious 

prospects. He was rebellious and resisted help. But his story is a reminder of 

the power of role models and mentors, particularly informal ones, and the 

dividends that can accrue from reaching out even to adolescents who seem 

beyond redemption. 

Olly’s father was a farmer with a second-grade education, and Olly was one of 

thirteen brothers and sisters living in a cramped house in rural Arkansas with 

no electricity. Olly attended a small school for black children – this was the 

segregated South – and was always mouthing off. Carolyn Blakely, then a new 

teacher at the school, remembers Olly as an at-risk kid prone to challenge 

authority. At the time, teachers in the high school addressed the students as 

 
4 Kristof and WuDunn; A Path Appears: Transforming Lives, Creating Opportunity; p. 11 



First Presbyterian, McAllen  A Light and a Lamb 
January 19, 2020  Isaiah 49: 1-7; John 1: 29-42 
  Page 6 of 8 
 

“Mr.” or “miss,” and the students were expected to reciprocate. Olly disrupted 

class by addressing his teacher as “Carolyn.” … 

“He was a free spirit,” Blakely recalls of young Olly Neal. “Olly had so much 

talent, and so much energy, and so much curiosity about things. But if it hadn’t 

been directed into the right path, he could have gone in a bad direction.” 

That’s what seemed to be happening. A regular shoplifter, Olly was finally 

caught stealing from the store where he worked part-time. He was fired from 

his job and seemed headed for a life in trouble. Then one day in the fall of his 

senior year, Olly skipped Carolyn Blakely’s class and wandered into the library, 

set up by an English teacher named Mildred Grady. Grady was an earnest, 

dedicated African American woman who had seen Olly as a smart kid with 

potential, and so she tried to reform him. He responded by mocking her and 

reducing her to tears. 

“I was not a nice kid,” Olly Neal recalls. “I had a reputation. I was the only one 

who made her cry. She would have had good reason to say, ‘This boy is 

incorrigible.’” 

That day in the library, Olly idly browsed the small book collection and spotted 

a book with a risqué cover of a scantily dressed woman. The book was The 

Treasure of Pleasant Valley, by Frank Yerby, a black author, and it looked 

vaguely appealing. Olly wasn’t a reader, and he didn’t want word to get out 

that he had checked a book out of the library, for fear of undermining his 

tough-guy image. 

“So, I stole it,” he says. 

He tucked the book under his jacket and read it at home in secret – and he 

loved it! Novels weren’t a tedious bore, he discovered, but vehicles to 

transport him to new worlds. After finishing The Treasure of Pleasant Valley, 
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Olly sneaked it back into the library and returned it to its place. And there, on 

the shelf, he noticed another novel by Yerby. The temptation was too great; he 

stole that one as well. This book too was riveting, and to Olly’s surprise, when 

he returned it to the shelf after finishing it, he found yet another book by 

Yerby that he somehow hadn’t noticed before. Four times this happened, and 

by then he was a devoted reader. “Reading got to be a think I liked,” he says. 

He soon graduated to literature, including novels by Albert Camus. He began 

reading newspapers and magazines as well, and became engaged in the social 

and political issues of the day. He began to dream, and his hopes became self-

fulfilling when he went to college and ultimately law school, emerging as a 

pioneering black lawyer in Arkansas and an important figure in the civil rights 

movement. 

Neal always attended high school reunions. At one of those reunions, he got to 

chatting with Mildred Grady about how those books in her little school library 

had changed his life. She nodded, and confessed that she had spotted him 

stealing that first book. Her first impulse, she said, had been to confront him 

and reproach him for stealing a book that he could easily check out. The, in a 

flash of insight, she had realized that he was embarrassed to be seen as a 

reader. So, Mrs. Grady had kept quiet. And then the next Saturday, she had 

driven seventy miles to Memphis to see if she could find another novel by 

Yerby. There was no budget for gas or for books, but she was willing to use her 

own meager pay as a teacher at a segregated black school to buy a book in the 

hopes that it would open Olly Neal’s heart and mind. The first bookshop she 

tried didn’t have any books by Yerby, so she had visited a second and then a 

third. Finally, she had found one, bought it, and put it on the library bookshelf. 
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Mrs. Grady told Olly how thrilled she had been to see him steal the second 

book as well. Twice more, this bighearted woman spent her Saturdays trekking 

to Memphis to buy books by Yerby.  

Olly Neal was just one of many children whom Mildred Grady transformed, 

offering opportunities that they ultimately seized. 5 

 

We are called to be a light to the nations; to follow the Lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world. 

May we respond with all we have and with all we do and with all we are.  Amen. 

 
5 Kristof and WuDunn, pp. 101-104 


