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“Negroes must sit in the back of the bus.” 
 
That’s what the signs said. Some of you in this church today were alive when those signs of 
racial segregation were posted in Alabama, and Georgia and Virginia. 
 
Throughout the South, African Americans had to sit in the back of the bus.  There were public 
restrooms with signs on the door which said “Whites Only.” And at Richmond’s downtown 
department stores, African Americans couldn’t  sit down at the lunch counter to have a club 
sandwich. They were the wrong color. 
 
In November of 1956, the Supreme Court ruled that it was unconstitutional for the public buses 
of Montgomery, AL, to be racially segregated. In December, Dr. Martin Luther King announced 
the end of a boycott of those bus lines. For the first time, African Americans would be able to get 
on the bus and sit in any available seat.  
 
Dr. King knew that the first African Americans who got onto those newly-integrated buses could 
face resistance, anger,  and even violence. He knew that that African Americans stepping onto 
those buses were walking into the dark heart of racial hatred. 
 
So, Dr. King told African Americans that if they were walking into darkness, they had one 
option – BE THE LIGHT. 
 
Dr. King typed a one page set of instructions for all African Americans who were about to board 
those buses. Fortunately, a yellow, faded copy of that sheet of paper still exists. And this is what 
Dr. King told those people who were walking into a very difficult situation. He said: 
 
1. Even in the face of hatred,  have a calm and loving dignity. 
2. Always show forth courtesy and good behavior.  
3. Be loving enough to absorb evil. 
4. Be understanding enough to turn an enemy into a friend. 
5. If cursed, do not curse back. If struck, do not strike back. 
7. Pray for your oppressor and use spiritual force to carry on the struggle for justice. 
 
That is what Dr. King said. And that is what his followers did. (There was a time in America 
when we had leaders who called us to spiritual greatness….) 



 
But, as you listened to Dr. King’s directives, didn’t you find yourself saying, “He’s asking them 
to do something that is very hard!” After all, African Americans had been oppressed, despised, 
beaten, lynched. And Dr. King said to them: “in response to all of that evil, I want you to be 
calm, dignified, courteous, loving, non-violent. And I want you to find the strength to do all of 
this by praying.” 
 
I thought of all of that faded, yellow piece of paper as I pondered today’s Gospel reading. 
Because, in today’s Gospel, Jesus is asking us to do something that is very hard.  
 
In a world that is full of so much darkness, Jesus says, “You are the light of the world. You are 
not allowed to hide your light! I’m sending you into the world, with all of its darkness, all of its 
evil, all of its temptation and harshness and unjust situations…. I’m sending you into all of that 
darkness, and I want YOU to be the light. Be the light, so that people can see the good that you 
do and give glory to God.” 
 
Dr. King told his people that they needed to walk onto those buses, filled with the darkness of 
racial animosity, so that they could be the light. 
 
And Jesus tells us that he is sending us to every place that is filled with the darkness of anger, 
and fear, and poverty,  and mistrust… and that it is our Christian calling to BE THE LIGHT.  
 
“Go be the salt. Go be the light.” Which means, “go do what’s right, in every situation.” 
 
When we were children, almost all of us learned the song, “This little light of mine I’m gonna let 
it shine…” 
 
We loved that song. And it sounded so easy. “Christ gave me a little light, and I’m gonna let it 
shine.” 

 
But when I was a child, I did not know what that would cost. When you’re a child, you are not 
aware of some of the darkness that life brings our way, and some of the difficult circumstances 
where we will have to work hard to bring God’s light into what is so dark. 
 
When you’re a child, you think it’s easy to “let your light shine”… and then… 
 
+ then you become a teenager, and you’re at a party where underage drinking is going on. You 
know it’s wrong, but there is so much pressure to just stay quiet and fit in. That’s darkness. But 
Jesus says, “Let your light shine!” 
+ then you become a college student, and you’re on a campus where almost every social 



gathering centers on binge drinking and casual sex. You know it’s wrong.  That’s darkness!  
“How do I change an entire campus culture?” But Jesus says, “Let your light shine!” 
+ then you get hired. And after a few months, you realize that you are in a toxic work 
environment, where  good people are mistreated… and injustice happens on a daily basis… and 
some of your coworkers make your stomach churn. So much darkness. You want to escape… but 
Jesus says, “Let your light shine!” 
+ then you look around at legal, social and economic policies which, in the words of Pope 
Francis, relegate some people to the unseen sidelines of despair and hopelessness.  The hungry 
are still hungry, and the homeless are still homeless and the afflicted are still afflicted… so much 
dark suffering. “How can I change an entire economy?” Then Jesus says, “Let your light shine.” 
+ so much illness. The sudden death of loved ones. Fears for your marriage, your children, our 
future. Storm clouds of darkness. Then we hear Christ’s Gospel command, “Let your light 
shine!” 
 
Satan would like nothing more than for Christian people to throw up our hands in resignation, as 
we lament that there is too much darkness in the world and we can’t possibly make a difference. 
If we do that, then darkness wins, and the light is lost.  
 
So Jesus calls us to that hard, difficult, daily vocation of being the light. Being the light in our 
family, even when it seems no one else cares. Being the light on campus, even when it seems no 
one else believes. Being the light at work, even when we wonder why God wants us to stay in 
that hard situation. Being the light as citizens and neighbors, even when we wonder how  we can 
possibly make a difference on behalf of the hungry, the homeless, the victim of injustice.  
 
That is our daily, difficult vocation in Christ. If you’re looking for an easier spiritual guru, then 
you’ll have to listen to Oprah, or Delilah, or your New Age yoga instructor. But if you want to 
change the world for the better… if you want to demonstrate that there is an alternative to hatred 
and selfishness… if you want to show others that the Gospel is the only way of life that makes 
ultimate sense… if you want to continue the transformative work that Jesus set in motion… then 
pick up your cross, dust yourself off, step onto the bus, walk into the darkness, and BE THE 
LIGHT OF CHRIST! Death tried to lock that light in a tomb. But that first Easter Morning was 
radiant with Christ’s eternal light, and this morning can be too! 
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