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Focus: The light of Jesus cannot be hidden. 

 

As I read the Gospel text this week, I was reminded of one of the most memorable speeches in 

American history, from President Ronald Reagan.  It was his final presidential address on his last 

evening in office.  This is a long quotation, but I think it’s so fitting for our Gospel lesson today 

and for our time as people of God living in the United States, that I am going to read it: 

 

“[President Reagan says] And that's about all I have to say tonight, except for one thing. The past 

few days when I've been at that window upstairs, I've thought a bit of the 'shining city upon a 

hill.' The phrase comes from John Winthrop, who wrote it to describe the America he imagined. 

What he imagined was important because he was an early Pilgrim, an early freedom man. He 

journeyed here on what today we'd call a little wooden boat; and like the other Pilgrims, he was 

looking for a home that would be free. I've spoken of the shining city all my political life, but I 

don't know if I ever quite communicated what I saw when I said it. But in my mind it was a tall, 

proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, windswept, God-blessed, and teeming with people 

of all kinds living in harmony and peace; a city with free ports that hummed with commerce and 

creativity. And if there had to be city walls, the walls had doors and the doors were open to 

anyone with the will and the heart to get here. That's how I saw it, and see it still. 

 

“[Reagan continues] And how stands the city on this winter night? More prosperous, more 

secure, and happier than it was eight years ago. But more than that: After 200 years, two 

centuries, she still stands strong and true on the granite ridge, and her glow has held steady no 

matter what storm. And she's still a beacon, still a magnet for all who must have freedom, for all 

the pilgrims from all the lost places who are hurtling through the darkness, toward home.” 

This past week, I have read a bit about President Reagan and about his prayer breakfasts and 

religious influences.  I am sure that he knew something else about that moment with John 

Winthrop.  Winthrop, as President Reagan said, was a pilgrim fleeing political and religious 

persecution in England, who was indeed seeking his freedom and a new start in America.  He 

delivered the sermon about the “city on the hill” while still aboard that “little wooden boat” 

called the Arbella all the way back in the year 1630.  Winthrop was preaching on our passage 

today from the Gospel of Matthew when Jesus says, “You are the light of the world.  A city built 

on a hill cannot be hid.”   

For so long, the idea of America as “a shining city on a hill” has been used to talk about the 

greatness of America: America as a beacon of freedom to all the rest of the world, America as an 

example of what is possible when people are given equal rights and where they can change their 

destiny through their hard work.  And despite many challenges and sins as a nation, throughout 

much of our history, we have been exactly that: a shining city on a hill. 



But Jesus’s words are about more than just American citizens.  They are about us as Christians.  

As Christians, we are blessed to be the original shining city on a hill.  In baptism, God has 

clothed us in the light of his Son.  God has knit us into one church.  God has promised us a 

shining city on the hill not just now, but in the New Jerusalem that is lit by the light of the Lamb 

of God.  As Christians, we glow as examples of not only Christian freedom, but beacons of 

forgiveness, of faith, of hope, and of love that shine out over the stormy waters of the world.   

But it’s worth noting that the glow of being a shining city on a hill also comes with a 

responsibility.  As Jesus says, “Let your light so shine before others that they may see your good 

works and glorify your Father in heaven.”  You may recognize this line because we say it 

immediately after we baptize someone.  When you are baptized, you become a citizen of that 

shining city on the hill, for all the good things, and for all the burdens that come with it.  When 

you are a shining city on a hill, you can’t escape.  You can’t hide it under a bushel basket.  You 

can’t do what you want in the dark.  You can’t mind your own business or look after only your 

own life or your own house.  Everyone sees you.  And for better or worse, they are going to look 

at that shining city on the hill and judge you by what they see you doing.   

Not only that, they are going to judge Jesus Christ by what they see you doing.  How many times 

have you heard it said, “I don’t come to church because they’re all hypocrites.  I don’t come to 

church because they sing in the choir Sunday and then cheat on their spouse or cheat their 

neighbor or fight with everyone else on Monday.  I don’t come to church because Christians 

think they’re better than everyone else, and they aren’t.  I don’t come to church because they 

don’t practice what they preach.”  Being a shining city on a hill puts a magnifying glass on us.  It 

puts scrutiny on us.  The glow of that light is not comfortable. 

Perhaps that’s why John Winthrop talked about it in 1630 when he was first immigrating to this 

country. He said, “For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all 

people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have 

undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story 

and a by-word through the world. We shall open the mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways 

of God, and all professors for God's sake. We shall shame the faces of many of God's worthy 

servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us till we be consumed out of the 

good land whither we are going.” 

Like it or not, since that day in 1630, America has been a shining city on a hill to the rest of the 

world.  And like it or not, since you were baptized, you have been part of God’s shining city on a 

hill to the rest of the world.   

How we treat immigrants like John Winthrop who are fleeing for their lives matters.  Will we be 

the shining city on a hill “teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace” that 

President Reagan imagined?  Will our country “still [be] a beacon, still [be] a magnet for all who 

must have freedom, for all the pilgrims from all the lost places who are hurtling through the 

darkness, toward home?”  Or will we hide from being a shining city on a hill under a bushel 

basket of safety and self-interest?   



This isn’t just a current political debate.  We are going to have political disagreements.  That’s 

more than ok, that’s good.  People of good faith can disagree, and are found in both parties.  I 

think it’s wise for us to realize that no political party is going to inaugurate the kingdom of God.  

But this issue is not just about who we are as Americans, but who we are as Christians: 

Christians called as Jesus says “to welcome the least of these who are my children as you 

welcome me.”  If we ever step back as Christians from welcoming pilgrims, if we try to hide the 

light of Christ, then that challenges our Christian witness.  Who is really going to respond to the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ if they are first told: “go back to Syria, where your family’s lives are 

threatened, where your home has been destroyed, where you live under a bloodthirsty dictator?” 

How do we ever expect people to embrace Jesus Christ or his Gospel with that sort of welcome?    

When people see us as Christians, they see light.  That light gives them hope even as that light 

gives us a lot of uncertainty and potential hardships we don’t necessarily want to deal with.  It’s 

a lot easier to be a Christian when it’s just me and my Bible.  But that’s not the baptismal call.  

The baptismal call is “let your light so shine before others that they may see your good works 

and give glory to your Father in heaven.” 

What kind of works are done in the gold-paved streets of a shining city on the hill?  What kind of 

works cause others to glorify our Father in heaven?  When that baptismal light is shone on us, 

what will others see?   

That’s tough.  When I speak for myself, I know it would be easier not to have that light shining 

down on me.  As a pastor wearing a clerical collar around town, I’m especially self-conscious of 

the eyes of others watching how I act.  It’s uncomfortable.  But all of us who are baptized 

represent Christ in much the same way.  Wherever we go, whoever we meet, whatever god they 

may believe in before they meet us, we are ambassadors for Christ, as Paul says. 

And when Christ’s actions shine through, they are always for the other.  Christ did not save 

himself when he felt threatened, not even when he was arrested or crucified.  The light from his 

love was too strong.  The light of his love couldn’t be blown out by the accusations of political 

and religious leaders, eclipsed on Calvary, or suffocated by the darkness of the tomb.   

His light shines through to this day.  It shines on pilgrims starting a new colony in a new land, it 

shines on our country and our leaders, it shines on refugees seeking freedom, and it shines on all 

of us who are his beloved children.  His light shines through a world in tumult.  It shines down 

upon us offering us hope that no matter what threatens us: whether that’s death or the power of 

our own sin, that no matter who looks down on us, we can always look up.  We can look up and 

gaze upon the mountain of the Lord, and when we do, we see the shining city with foundations 

whose architect and whose builder is God, a light that guides us through the choppy waters of the 

world.  No human can contain that light under a bushel basket and sin, death, and the devil 

cannot snuff it out.  The light of Christ cannot be hid, but shines for us and for all.   

That light guides us on our pilgrim journey.  We too are pilgrims tossed to and fro by the storms 

of the world.  Pilgrims who know that our homeland is not here, but in heaven.  Pilgrims who 



hurtle through the darkness and toward the light of Christ, where we may finally find refuge: a 

safe harbor and an eternal shining city on a hill to live in.  Amen.   


