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“A Total Eclipse of the Son” 

Rev. Ron Dunn        August 20, 3017 

As you can see, I am ready for the big day tomorrow!  I am ready to stare directly into the 
sun and to absorb the full experience of the solar eclipse—even if it isn’t quite the total 
eclipse that people to the north of us will experience.  When I was in Wyoming recently, 
people were really getting excited as they anticipated the influx of tourists and their tourist 
dollars.  Everywhere you went, you could see signs for glasses and T-Shirts and other 
tourist knick-knacks.  Suffice it to say that many people are counting on the economic boon 
that this solar experience will bring. 

As you know, tomorrow’s eclipse represents a rare cosmic coincidence:  the Sun is just 
about the same apparent size in our sky as the moon that passes before it.  While the sun is 
actually about 400 times larger than the moon, the moon is approximately 400 times closer 
than the sun.  Therefore, the sun and the moon appear to be about the same size in our sky.  
The result, of course, is a darkening of the day as the moon obstructs the light that radiates 
from the sun.   

This obstruction, however, even in the prime viewing places like Oregon, will not 
completely block out or obscure the sun’s atmosphere—what is known as the sun’s corona.  
We will still be able to catch a glimpse of the sun’s glow—even in the midst of the darkness 
created by the total eclipse of the sun. 

As you might suspect by the title of this message, I am thinking, this morning, about the 
significance of another eclipse that has been known to take place from time to time.  It has 
to do with the Son—not the s-u-n, but the s-o-n.  It is in the exchange between Jesus and 
those who represent the religious establishment of his day.  John, the writer, refers to them 
simply as “the Jews.”  There is, however, a great danger in failing to discern just what this 
reference actually meant.   

Tragically, some have taken John’s reference to the “Jews” in a more literalistic sense and 
determined that Jesus was indicting all Jews for all time.  Nothing, of course, could be 
further from the truth.  The concern that Jesus had was not with all Jews—that is, the Jews 
as a people.  It was with those individuals who were using their religious power and 
authority (which happened to be Jewish) to judge others and to elevate themselves at the 
expense of those others.   

In the beginning lines of our lesson, Jesus says to those (Jews) “who had believed in him,” If 
you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth and the 
truth will set you free.”  It is the premise of the writer of John that Jesus is the light of the 
world and the truth that sets people free.   
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Intriguingly, these words of Jesus are not received eagerly, on the part of his listeners, but 
with a note of protest:  “We are descendants of Abraham,” they counter, “and we have 
never been slaves to anyone.  What do you mean by saying, “You will be made free?” 

Jesus then responds, “Truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.”  Sin, 
suggests Jesus, is the problem.  Even their religious lineage does not exempt them from the 
consequence of the self-centeredness of sin.  Not even their pride in their connection to 
Father Abraham can save them from that bondage.   

Jesus then takes it one step further.  “So, if the Son makes you free, you will be free 
indeed.  I know that you are descendants of Abraham; yet you look for an 
opportunity to kill me, because there is no place in you for my word.” 

Their exchange then begins to escalate.  Jesus’ listeners push back, once again asserting 
their identity in Abraham.  Eventually, Jesus confronts them with the charge that they are 
not, in reality, the children of Abraham, but children of the devil—children who choose to 
defend their father’s desires and his decision to ignore the truth. 

It is important to remember that light, in the Gospel of John, is the primary metaphor that 
the writer uses to describe the nature of Jesus’ ministry.  In the very first chapter, we read 
that “in him was light and that this light was the light of the world.”  So, in effect, what Jesus 
is suggesting, in this heated exchange, is that the light that he has brought into the world, 
the light of God’s truth, has been eclipsed by their self-centered determination to think only 
in terms of their own egos. 

In other words, their desire for power, privilege, and position had effectively eclipsed the 
light of the Son (of God).  They themselves and their own self-interest had managed to 
obstruct the light of God’s love.  And, as fate would have it, that obstruction would make 
possible the justification of the trial and eventual crucifixion of Jesus. 

This, of course, was hardly an occurrence that was unique to them or their time.  There is, 
you see, a very human tendency to allow our egos to get in the way and obscure the light of 
God’s son.  There is a very human inclination to become so focused on what we want, what 
we think, and on what we think that we need that we may choose to  allow this self-
centered focus to obscure or block the light of God’s love and the light of God’s truth. 

This morning, we find ourselves struggling to understand recent events in Charlottesville 
and what they mean for us as a people.  The recent rise of white nationalism was on display 
in full force a week ago yesterday.  There was a torchlight rally on Friday evening with 
speeches and chants that denigrated those did not fit the profile of acceptability.  On 
Saturday there was a gathering that soon became a riot of unleased hatred and fury, a riot 
that would kill one person and injure many others.  In the aftermath of it all, we have been 
grappling to understand what it really does mean to be a citizen of this country. 

 



3 
 

The great irony, of course, is that there are those within this movement who would be the 
first to identify themselves as Christians.  In their understanding, they are simply being 
faithful to their responsibility to uphold the standards and the values with which they have 
been raised.  They actually see themselves as living according to those values in their 
efforts to deny those with a different skin color or religious tradition or political 
perspective their rights as a human being.  In fact, they may even feel that it is their duty 
and responsibility to do so.  Yet, you might quite likely find them serving as an usher or 
singing the choir of their local church each Sunday morning. 

Like those that Jesus confronted in our text from John’s Gospel, they would be the 
first to lay claim to their religious heritage and its tradition. 

They would insist that America is a Christian nation and that they are committed to 
upholding those Christian beliefs.  Yet, tragically, they have allowed their arrogance, their 
pride and their prejudice to blot out the light of the Son, to obscure the light of God’s love 
and to obstruct their vision of the truth.   Somehow, in their own twisted logic, they have 
managed to convince themselves that God is a God who excludes people on the basis of race 
or religion or sexual orientation.  They have even gone so far as to allow themselves to 
think that God has anointed them to help restore the balance of power in favor of those 
whose skin happens to be white. 

I find it both stunning and more than a little frightening to consider our capacity as human 
beings to allow our own self-centeredness—our pride, our arrogance and our prejudice—to 
blot out the truth of God’s justice and obscure the light of God’s love and acceptance of all.   

It is astonishing to think of the many ways in which we allow our own egos and interests to 
eclipse the light of God’s Son.  And it is fair to suggest that each time that we allow this to 
happen, our world becomes a little bit darker. 

Now, it’s relatively easy to criticize the sin of white nationalism and many have done so this 
past week.   It is so, after all, so blatant in its exclusivism, so wrong in its prejudice that it is 
easy to expose it to the light of day and call it into question.  Indeed, how could we not?   

However, it may not be so easy for us to see or to even notice some of the more subtle ways in 
which we may allow the light of the Son to be eclipsed by our sense of privilege—the privilege 
that has been accorded to some of us by virtue of where we were born or the color of our skin. 

Simply put, this sense of privilege can easily dull our sensitivity to the needs of others and our 
willingness to walk in their shoes.  It can obscure our sense of compassion and obstruct our 
understanding of justice.  Our sense of privilege can, in its own subtle way, blot out the light of 
the Son’s love that would remind us that it is in losing ourselves that we find ourselves, it is in 
giving ourselves away for the sake of others that we discover the life that we have always 
longed for.  If left unchecked, our sense of privilege can eclipse the light of God’s vision…the 
light that Jesus brought into our world. 
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Lately, it seems as if our world, with all of its conflict, terrorism, hatred and prejudice, has 
been experiencing a total eclipse of this light.  Lately, it seems as if we are living in the 
darkness that descends whenever people allow themselves their egos and their self-interests 
to obscure or obstruct the truth and the justice of this light.  That’s the bad news.  

But there is good news and it is this:  There is a light, John’s Gospel reminds us, that shines in 
the darkness and the darkness did not...will not…cannot overcome it.  Even in the darkness of 
a total eclipse, there is the corona—the vibrant and radiant glimmer of the sun’s 
atmosphere—that will remind us all that the sun is still shinning and that our darkness will 
only be temporary. 

The actor, LeVar Burton, who will be forever remembered for his role as Kunta Kinte in the 
epic television series, “Roots,” recently commented on the events that took place at 
Charlottesville by saying simply, “This moment is but another in a chain of opportunities 
to choose what we stand for.”  Indeed, it is just that—an opportunity to be clear with 
ourselves, with others and with our world as to what it is that we choose to stand for. 

While some have the boldness to publicly parade with their message of hate and bigotry, who 
will be willing to give public witness to light of God’s love, the power of God’s vision for us and 
for our world?  Who will be willing to choose, in this critical moment, to stand for a nation that 
truly believes in and makes possible, liberty and justice for all? 

One of the horrifying scenarios that unfolded in the rise of Hitler’s Germany was the choice 
that was made by many in the Church to remain silent in the face of the denigration and the 
extermination of the people that Hitler deemed unworthy—those who did not meet the Nazi 
white supremacist standard for acceptability.  After the war ended, Martin Niemoeller, a 
German pastor who had spent seven years in a Nazi Concentration Camp spoke to the dangers 
of silence in the face of hatred.  He wrote,  

“First they came for the Socialists,  
but I did not speak out for I was not a socialist. 

Then they came for the Trade Unionists,  
but I did not speak out because I was not a Trade Unionist.   

Then they came for the Jews, but I did not speak out because I was not a Jew.   
Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me.” 

 
In a time in which people are deeply divided along political lines, it is sometimes easy to 
feel as if there is no common ground upon which we can stand together.  I disagree.  I 
believe that the matter of our witness in the face of hatred and bigotry provides a place in 
which we can stand together.   This is not a matter of political preference or partisan 
politics.  This really isn’t about who the President is or isn’t.  This is about human 
conscience and our sense of justice and our responsibility to be advocates for those who 
are the recipients of the hatred and bigotry that would exclude them. 
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To remain silent at such a time as this is to allow our voice and our witness as followers of 
Jesus to be eclipsed to those who advocate a return to a dark chapter of American life.  They 
would like to take us back to a day in which their people had all the power and all the 
privilege.   Yet, that is not and will never be the vision that God has for us as a people. 

Let us, in this moment, chose what we stand for.  Let us choose to walk in the light of God’s 
love.  Let us choose to claim the authority—the spiritual and moral authority—that is ours.  
Like us choose, in all that we do and all that we say, to affirm that there is, even now, a light 
that shines in the darkness and the darkness did not…will not…cannot overcome it.    Amen. 


