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Sermon: Shining Light 

Scripture: Matthew 5:13-16 

Date Used: July 3, 2022 – First Sunday at Western Reserve 

Focus: There a lost and hurting people in the places where we live, we need to be a reflection of 

the light of Christ to them. The church has always reflected the Light of Christ and we can be 

that for others. 

 

In May of 1957, Wanda, who was better known as Sis, was 23 years old and seven months pregnant 

with her first child. Under most circumstances this would have been experienced as a joy filled 

time, full of anticipation. But for Sis it was not, her second marriage was coming to an end. 

 

Sis had lived her entire life in this small Ohio community with a population of 800 people. 

- You know the good thing about living in a town of this size is that everyone knows you and knows 

what is going on in your life. When Sis’s only sibling, an older brother, died during a training 

accident in WW II, the community really rallied around her family. 

- But you are probably also aware that the bad thing about living in a community of this size is that 

everyone knows your business. Everyone knew Sis was about to go through a divorce once again. 

 

Sis’s first marriage had been to a high school classmate, Jim. Jim had joined the Navy after high 

school, married Sis, and ended up stationed in Florida, that is before he was sent out to sea. On one 

occasion while he was at port in Norfolk, Virginia, he got involved with a 16-year-old girl. She 

ended up pregnant. That brought about the end to Sis’ first marriage. 

  

As you can imagine, when that happened, Sis was the talk of the town but not in the way she 

wanted to be.  

- In the 1950’s, our society had a far different view of divorce than it does today. Sis felt judged. 

And as people do in these situations, she partially blamed herself for the failed marriage. She was 

hurt. She was broken. 

 

Sis ended up moving back in with her parents and took a job at a jewelry store in the nearby city of 

Canton. 

 

That is where she met Royal. He was a fellow employee at the jewelry store. Well, the two of 

them started to date and a romance blossomed. Royal and Sis eventually got married…. A short 

time later Sis became pregnant, and she was thrilled…. Everything in her life finally seemed to be 

going well.   

 

But then one day Sis got a phone call from the bank and the banker informed her that her car 

payment was due. Sis said, “What car payment? Our car is paid off.” The banker replied, “No, your 

husband refinanced it.”  
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Then other things started to happen. Royal started to get letters in the mail from businesses he had 

written bad checks to. Then Sis found out he had borrowed money from her dad and from some 

other people that she knew, and he had never repaid them.  

 

Sis did some additional digging and found out that her husband was a gambler. (Today we might say 

he had an addiction to gambling.) In May of 1957, while 7 months pregnant, Sis confronted Royal 

about his gambling and when she did, he took off. Royal abandoned her and went to live with his 

mother in New Jersey. 

 

As you can imagine, Sis was devastated. She felt defeated…. She felt like an absolute failure at love. 

Sis felt like she was being judged by the people of her community once again, and she was certainly 

judging herself. She was pregnant and alone. She was frightened by the prospect of being a single 

mother, at a time when divorced single mothers were looked down upon. She sank into a deep 

depression, and she became suicidal. 

 

So, Sis decided to go talk to her pastor. God bless that man, but pastoral care was not among his 

Spiritual Gifts. She met with her pastor for a while and when she left his office, she felt more 

certain than ever that suicide was her only option.  

 

As she walked across the church parking lot back to her car an elementary school teacher, Thora 

Wagner, that lived next to the church happened to be looking out of her kitchen window and saw 

how upset Sis looked as she left the church. Now Thora had known Sis her entire life. Like 

everyone else in that community of 800 people, she was aware of the situation that Sis was going 

through. Thora opened her kitchen window and invited Sis to stop by for a visit. When Sis came 

into her home, Thora sat her down at her kitchen table and poured her a cup of coffee and the two 

of them talked. 

 

I have no idea what Thora said to Sis, all I know is that by the time Sis left she felt like she had 

experienced compassion and she felt more connected to community than when she had entered 

Thora’s home. (She had experienced compassion and grace). Sis was feeling a little more hopeful 

about her future.  

 

On the 4th of July 1957, Sis gave birth to a little girl and named her Amy Beth after two of her 

favorite characters from the book, Little Women. Amy’s father was not present for her birth. 

 

Sis went home from the hospital with this newborn, and she began to experience postpartum 

depression. That is when the church choir Sis had been a part of since she was a teenager stepped 

in. They threw her a baby shower. Some of the guests that attended this baby shower were Paul 

Black, Bud Schneider and Eugene Gordon. Not the guest list you would associate with a baby 
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shower in 1957. But that group of men and women that made up the choir let Sis know that she and 

her newborn child were valuable to them, and that Sis and Amy were not in this venture alone.  

 

One of the other guests at that baby shower was a young, single choir director named Bill the 

church had hired the previous year.  

 

Funny things happen. When Sis’s divorce was finalized in 1959, that choir director asked that 

divorced single mom in his alto section out on a date. Things must have gone alright, because they 

kept going out. It was the picture of romance. Picture this, the two of them sitting side by side in 

the front seat of his car at a drive-in theater with a two-year old sitting on a potty-chair in the back 

seat. That just screams romance, doesn’t it?  

Bill and Sis were married in September of 1959 at a three-ring ceremony – Bill gave rings to both 

Sis and Amy. The three of them were joining together as one. In the months following the 

ceremony Bill would officially adopt Amy so that she would have his last name.  And in June of 

1960, Sis gave birth to a son that the couple named David and in September of 1962, that’s when I 

came along.  

 

I share this story about my mother because it illustrates how lives are touched, how people 

experience healing and lives are transformed when the people of God, the Church of Jesus Christ, 

let the light of Christ radiate in and through their lives. It is a reminder that when followers of Jesus 

seek to embody and to reflect the nature of Christ, lives are saved and transformed.  

 

My mother’s story reminds us that when people encounter followers of Jesus who seek to reflect 

the essence of the Christ who dwells within us, we point sometimes directly and at other times 

indirectly point people toward Jesus, the source of healing and the source of life. 

 

I’m so thankful that Thora Wagner was not only a great elementary school teacher (I found out 

when I had her in the 4th grade), but I’m so glad that she was a servant of Jesus. I’m so glad that in 

her life, she sought to reflect the Light of the Christ that had taken up residence in her.  

 

I have come to realize that when Thora looked out of her kitchen window on that day in May of 

1957 and saw the woman that would become my mother walking out of the church, it wasn’t just 

Thora seeing my depressed mother coming out of that church, it was the Christ that dwelled within 

her that saw that broken young woman…. As my mother poured out her heart to Thora at her 

kitchen table, it was not just Thora listening to my mother as she spoke, it was the Christ that 

dwelled within Thora that was compassionately listening to my mother as she poured out her heart.  

 

Thora took in that information, she took in what she was seeing and hearing, and processed it with 

what the Apostle Paul calls that mind that was in Christ…. And the way she responding to my 
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mother, Thora reflected the nature of Christ – his compassion and his grace…. and through the 

words that Thora spoke… she reminded my mother of the hope she had in and through Christ. 

 

And I am so thankful that those men and women of the choir reflected Christ’s compassion, grace 

and hope to my mother as well. Who ever thought something as simple as a baby shower could be a 

means of reflecting the care and compassion of God to a hurting soul?  

 

Over the 37 years I have served as a pastor, I have come to realize my mother’s story is not unique. 

It is something that plays out before us all the time in the places where we work, where we 

socialize and the communities where we live. Lost, broken and hurting people like my mother are 

everywhere.  

 

I really believe there is a part within those lost and hurting souls that is hoping that someone like a 

Thora Wagner will see them and listen to them in such a way that they know Christ himself has 

seen then and has heard their story…. These lost and hurting people, if they are fully aware of this 

or not, they are hoping that someone will process what they have shared with that mind that was in 

Christ and respond as Christ would respond with compassion, with a word of grace and with the 

hope we find in Christ. Christ calls that someone to be us.  

 

The Light of the world has come to dwell in our midst. The Light of the world has come into the 

world that he might enter into and dwell within us. The Light of the world has come into our lives 

that he might radiate through our lives and touch the lives of others. The Light of the world has 

come into our lives that we might embody and share the Light that brings healing and hope and 

transformation to people’s lives. 

 

Amen. 


