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L.L. Bean is a recognized marketer of outdoor and casual 
clothing and gear, getting their start in 1912 with reliable work 
boots.  They are known for their 100% money back guarantee 
if customers aren’t satisfied with a particular product.    

 

Their customer base also holds enough baby boomers 
that they periodically market products that have historic or 
sentimental interest, especially to those boomers.  A few years 
ago an item on the rear cover of their catalogue was a 
reproduction of a “Moonbeam Clock.”  The text read, “First 
introduced in 1950, this unique ‘moonbeam’ clock wakes you 
with a gently illuminating light.” 

 

When I got the catalog and saw this, my first reaction was 
“ARE THEY KIDDING?!?”  The ad went on to say, “If you fall 
back asleep, a bell sounds.”  Now, maybe that works for some 
folks.  I live in a household of people who generally sleep 
through alarms, bells, and most natural disasters.   That 
includes me.  In fact, here’s my alarm: (play alarm). 

 

Perhaps a “gently illuminating light” would work on a 
routine day.  I wouldn’t know.  What about if things aren’t 
going well?  How shall we hear and see God’s direction then?  
Does “gentle” work? 

 

Last week I referenced that the Hebrew people had 
contrasting views of the coming Messiah.  One was as a 
triumphant king and political leader, the other as a servant-
leader.  The “Servant Songs” of Isaiah present this latter 
interpretation.  Today’s reading is one of those songs, but it is 
hardly a song of joy.  The servant admits to the disillusionment 
of failed service.  She is ministering to the Jewish community in 



exile after the fall of the first temple in 587 B.C., and he is worn 
out!  Note verse 4:  “I have labored in vain, I have spent my 
strength for nothing and vanity.”  It’s not that she hasn’t tried, 
it’s that his best efforts have dead-ended.  Got burnout? 

 

Some may be confused that I referred to the servant with 
both male and female pronouns in the same sentence.  That 
was on purpose to capture your attention, because scholars 
disagree on who this servant is.  A court prophet named Isaiah?  
A literary composite of many Hebrew prophets?  The whole 
people of God?  Whoever the servant is, personal and corporate 
definitions of the servant are relevant to us. 

 

As God’s 21st century servants we sometimes feel like 
Isaiah’s author.  We’ve just finished Christmas and now the 
pastor is asking you to write for a Lenten devotional booklet.  
And maybe you don’t even write.  And you’re already teaching 
Sunday School or hosting Fellowship Time or taking care of our 
physical plant or our staffing needs or our music or our 
mission.  And you’re giving money, too!  Maybe you’re reading 
Community: The Structure of Belonging and it’s so dense you 
have to underline and look up meanings of words.  And that’s 
just church!  

 

Did I mention paying bills, getting the kids settled with 
their school assignments and taking care of extended family? 

 

We’re all doing that, and more: and yet sometimes there 
isn’t much to show for it.  Families still get in trouble.  Violence 
still breaks out.  Church vitality rises and falls.  We reach out to 
our own people who are inactive; or to our neighbors in the 
community, and the silence is deafening. 

 

Yet God is not stopped.  In fact, God calls us to a great 
mission and a great destiny!  The “us” is all the people who 
follow God.  In verse 3, in Isaiah’s time, it’s the people of Israel, 
as in “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”  All 



of us are called, with each of us receiving specific calls as part 
of the larger community of faith.  There is no “I” in “team.”  The 
call of God destines us for great mission together. 

 

And God equips us for that mission.  The old saying is 
“God doesn’t call the equipped; God equips the called.”  That’s the 
right order.  Here it again:  “God doesn’t call the equipped; God 
equips the called.”  Isaiah uses the metaphor of a sharp sword 
and an arrow—weapons of war—to denote that the servant is 
equipped to act.  Yet the servant is hidden in the shadow of 
God’s hand and God’s quiver, protected by God’s loving and 
nudging presence. 

 

Yet when we struggle to advance, whether in our church 
life or personal life, what then?  This is where, in this passage 
from Isaiah, the Lord speaks afresh.  I think it is almost with a 
wink and a laugh because, honestly, the servant is kind of 
whining, you know? 

 

“I have labored in vain, I have spent my strength for 
nothing and vanity; yet surely my cause is with the Lord, and my 
reward with my God.” (Isaiah 49:4)   Isn’t that right, God?  My 
cause is with you, right?  You are going to reward me, right? 

 

Oh, yes.  Yes, God is.  But maybe not quite the way we 
expect.  God is listening to us, you see.  And here’s what God 
says in verse 6: “It is too light a thing that you should be my 
servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the 
survivors of Israel; I will give you as a light to the nations, that 
my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 

 

God’s vision is big!  God’s vision is bold!  God’s vision is 
brassy!  When we moan about unfulfilled mission or things 
undone, God calls us to something bigger! 

 

Is this word from the Lord a “moonbeam clock” with a 
“gently illuminating light?”  Maybe.  One thing’s for sure: if we 



do not wake up and embrace our larger mission—if we fall 
back asleep—a bell will sound! 

 

2019 was, in my opinion, a good year for Hamden Plains 
United Methodist Church.  The details of that opinion were 
provided in my January “Messenger” article, still available on 
the website for those who didn’t read it, so I will not recount it 
here.  Suffice to say we are no longer in crisis mode, and 
therein lies the great danger.  When the pressure is off, it is 
easy to think we can go back to “business as usual.”  Nothing is 
further from the truth. 

 

That is why, for our leaders, our next steps to develop 
SMARTER (1) goals in line with our Revitalization Seminar is so 
important.  Our Congregational Care and Missions teams have 
done this.  Our Leadership Team and Christian education 
teams have a plan to do so.  The rest of us need to follow their 
lead.  Did I mention “team?” 

 

One wonders if Isaiah’s weariness was that he, or she, 
was trying to operate solo.  To do so is the kiss of spiritual and 
organizational death.  One of the reasons we are studying the 
meaning and structure of community is because it will not be 
by one person that we answer God’s call.  Yes, of course, 
individuals bear their own responsibility and any tendency 
that we have to sit back and let others do it is nothing less than 
an abdication of our baptismal vow to be a disciple.  As I am 
fond of saying and occasionally hear some of you repeating, 
“Nobody can do everything but everybody can do something.” 

 

But look: even Jesus had a team!  He didn’t do it alone.  He 
had 12 disciples and hundreds of other followers, and 
thousands (Acts 2:41) after his death and resurrection.  Today, at 
least on paper, there are 2.3 billion of us Christians, nearly 1/3 
(31%) of the earth’s population!  We can do this! 
(1) SMARTER goals are Specific, Measurable, Agreed, Realistic, Time-Bound, Ethical 
and Recorded. 



So what team are you a part of?  It’s a question I ask 
myself because I try not to ask others to do what I’m unwilling 
to do.  Besides the “team” approach here at HPUMC, I had a 
robust conversation this past Wednesday with our District 
Superintendent.  The Cooperative Parish model – regional 
associations of United Methodist churches – is here to stay.  It 
will continue to be developed and with it the potential for 
cooperative ministry.  Our clergy participate and me with 
them, but lay involvement has been slower to emerge.  Given 
the need to focus on our challenges here, that was fine with me. 

 

But that will change in 2020.  At the very least, our fall 
Church Conference will be with the other 7 churches of the 
Cooperative Parish.  I am hopeful that shared ministry 
ventures, or spiritual formation, will emerge.  Yes, we need to 
keep focus on HPUMC if we are to continue to grow and reach 
our community.  But doing it in isolation is not the answer. 
Working together is. 

 

One of the hazards of age is telling stories I’ve already 
told, so if I’ve told this here please forgive me.  The story begins 
with Jesus, resurrected and ascended, in conversation with the 
angel Gabriel.  Gabriel says, “Well, Jesus, what happens to your 
mission now?”  Jesus says, “I’ve left a team in place.  There are 
eleven apostles, plus Matthias who took the place of Judas; and 
the women who came to the tomb, and many more followers who 
heard my words and saw my deeds.”  Gabriel replies, “Oh, my.  
You mean you left in charge Peter, who denied you; and Thomas, 
who doubted you; and the others who ran from you in the 
Garden.  That’s your mission team?”  Jesus says “Yes, yes.”  “Okay, 
Jesus, good one there.  What’s your Plan B?”  And Jesus answers, 
“There is no Plan B.”  In the paraphrased poetry of Annie 
Johnson Flint: 

 



Christ has no hands but our hands to do His work today;  
He has no feet but our feet to lead others in His way;  
He has no tongues but our tongues to tell them how He died;  
He has no help but our help to bring them to His side.  
 

 Will a moonbeam clock, a “gently illuminating light,” be 
enough to embolden us?  I don’t know.  But I know this: the 
clock is a metaphor for our wake-up call.  God speaks and acts.  
The vision is big, bold and brassy.  Let ours be, too!  Amen. 

 
 

  


