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1 Thessalonians 5:1-11   BELONGING TO THE DAY 
 

There are times, places, when even the day seems like night.  Have you ever been in 
such a situation?  Twenty-seven years ago, I was part of a group visiting Nicaragua and El 
Salvador at a time when each of those countries was going through what was close to a civil 
war.  The group of which I was a part went to see how the church was doing at a trying time 
in an attempt to be in solidarity with our sisters and brothers in Christ who were facing 
daunting challenges.  We went to Nicaragua first and although the conditions there were 
quite bleak, there was hope that the fighting was about to come to an end.  The church was 
able to operate freely to minister to the poor in that situation.  The needs were vast, but 
faithful people were trying to rise to the challenge.  Then we went to El Salvador.  A 
different kind of war was going on there, where paramilitary death squads were operating.  
Christian leaders had been gunned down in public, and others had been put in jail as 
political prisoners.  We visited with children who lived in squalor in a large trash dump in 
the capital city.  There looked to be no positive way forward.  The bleakness of the situation 
led me to a deep feeling of despair.  The lack of hope there was so palpable that one day, I 
just broke down and wept.  

In another part of the world, after a bombing in Northern Ireland that killed a 
number of people sixteen years ago, the band U2 wrote and recorded a song called “Peace 
on Earth.” 1 Here are some of the lyrics:         

Heaven on earth - We need it now. 
I'm sick of all of this - Hanging around 
Sick of sorrow, Sick of pain 
Sick of hearing again and again 
That there's gonna be peace on earth. 
Where I grew up - There weren't many trees 
Where there was we'd tear them down - And use them on our enemies 
They say that what you mock  - Will surely overtake you 
And you become a monster - So the monster will not break you. 2 

As I hear it, that’s a song of lament. 
What do you sing when you face such difficulties, with a lack of peace that directly 

affects you?  I’ve always found it of interest that the spirituals that African-American slaves 
created and sang focused so much on the hereafter.  Life as they knew it was so difficult that 
they looked forward to the day when they would experience relief from the pain and 
oppression of this present life. With very little that offered them hope for change in this life, 
these spirituals were part of the way that they kept the monster of cruel slavery from 
breaking them.  They generally were not expressions of lament, but of hope based on 
liberation to a life beyond this life that offered so much more than this one had for them.   

When it came to the Christians in Thessalonica to whom the Apostle Paul wrote, 
they were under attack.  The Roman Empire’s Pax Romana did not extend to a faith 
movement it did not understand.  Some members of the church had been martyred, others 
had been put in jail.  Not only had they been facing great difficulties, it seemed as if there 
would continue to be dark days ahead.  With no prospect of rising up against the empire’s 
vast military power, they had to figure out what to do with their feelings of fear and despair.  
I can understand that the Thessalonians longed for God to come and set things right.  They 



yearned for their grief to be turned into joy.  When Jesus had died, he had been raised up, 
breaking death’s grip.  Their expectation was that their Lord would return soon to bring 
about a broader resurrection over the deathly ways of the world.  While they were waiting 
for his coming, in the meantime, Paul told them that even though it seemed that the powers 
of darkness and death were in control, that they could live in light of a divine light that 
would illumine their present as well as their future.  They were told to show that they were 
children of light, that they belonged to the day instead of the night.  What does that mean? 

At Stephen Ministry training earlier this week, we were talking about seasonal 
affective disorder, a depression brought about by the longer periods of darkness during the 
winter months.  Sometimes it is called the winter blues.  Part of its treatment can be 
phototherapy or light therapy, where the person is exposed to certain kinds of light each 
day, which can actually change the brain’s chemistry to an extent.  We heard the amazing 
news this week of the Philae lander connecting with a comet moving through space.  But 
the little space craft that could bounced a bit when landing on the comet and ended up 
where its solar panels were in the shade of a crater, so its batteries could not be recharged 
and its activity couldn’t be sustained. 3   

In the parable Jesus told that we heard earlier, there were two servants who lived as 
children of light and one who did not.  The two recognized the value of the gift placed in 
their care, but they also recognized that the owner, whom they understood to be generous 
and well-meaning, thought highly enough of them to entrust them with something of great 
value.  This was good news.  Living in the confidence of the good and kind master, they fully 
applied what had been placed in their care and they saw very good returns.  But the third 
servant viewed the owner as someone to be feared.  He was filled with such apprehension 
that sadly he was unable to make use of the good news, the gospel placed in his care.  It was 
as if he just buried it in a hole. 

There are those who see what is going on in the world and they are overtaken by the 
monster of despair.  They may be tempted to just crawl into a figurative hole.  They are 
unable to trust that God’s capacity for wholeness is greater than the brokenness they see 
around them.  Some not only are afraid about the future.  They also see God as someone to 
be feared.   

But we are called to be children of light, those who belong to the day.  I’m not saying 
we need to spend time out in the actual sunshine to recharge our spiritual batteries, but we 
can surround ourselves with the light of the significance of a loving God, of whom we don’t 
need to be afraid.  We find illumination in a divine love that is stronger than hatred and 
indifference.  We can live in light of resurrection news that even the fear of death can be 
transformed by the hope of God’s life-giving power.  The gospel not only offers life in the 
hereafter, its transformative message of light and love changes the here and now.  There 
may be times when we need to sing our laments, but we are bolstered by a faith that 
enables us to sing of an eternal dawn even when it may look like midnight.  That heavenly 
light doesn’t belong to us, but we do belong to it.  Yes, there are fears that could paralyze us, 
but God’s light fills us with hope and joy that enable us to keep singing and moving forward 
toward God’s ultimate liberation.  It is coming. Alleluia!   
  
  
1http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peace_on_Earth_(U2_song) 
2http://www.u2.com/discography/lyrics/lyric/song/104/ 
3from various news sources 
 


