Sunday 30th January 2011. Sunday before Candlemas. Canongate Kirk. 
St Luke 2: 32
A light to lighten the Gentiles.

It is almost exactly 200 years ago, on 1st February 1811, that the lamp was first lit at the top of the Bell Rock lighthouse 12 miles or so off the coast of the county of Angus, to the east of the Firth of Tay. Legend has it that the treacherous rock first took its name from an attempt by the Abbot of Arbroath to install a warning bell in the fourteenth century, when the rock which lies just below the surface of the water for all but a few hours at low tide had already proved itself a significant hazard to ships making their way up and down the east coast of Scotland. But it was not until hundreds of years and quite possibly hundreds of shipwrecks later that Robert Stevenson, the grandfather of Robert Louis but a famous engineer in his own right, began work on the greatest challenge of his career that would become recognised in time as one of the seven wonders of the industrial world. In fact he oversaw the construction of twenty lighthouses or more and along with his sons Thomas and Alan was involved in every aspect of the business. They all lie buried together in the family grave just a stone’s throw from here in New Calton cemetery, but it is primarily through the Bell Rock lighthouse out in the middle of the North Sea that this branch of the Stevenson family name lives on. It took three years to build, the same length of time as this church, but the appalling conditions under which the sixty-strong squad of labourers lived and worked – gaining access to the rock only when the water level was low enough – meant that it was a particularly slow as well as an extremely dangerous business. Inevitably a number of lives were lost in its construction, but that is nothing perhaps compared to the countless lives that have been saved these last two hundred years since the lamp was first lit on 1st February 1811. 
A light to lighten the Gentiles. In its own way Candlemas marks an anniversary of light, the point six weeks after Christmas when Mary brought her treasure unto the holy place and Simeon, according to St Luke,  took him up in his arms, and blessed God, and said “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word; for mine eyes have seen thy salvation, which thou hast prepared before the face of all people; a light to lighten the gentiles, and the glory of thy people Israel.” He had waited so long for this moment, old Simeon, the moment when the prophecy of Malachi would be fulfilled “and the Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to his temple, even the messenger of the covenant whom ye delight in: behold, he shall come, saith the Lord of hosts”. And now he had come, the Lord whom he had been seeking all his long life had suddenly come to his temple, and now that Simeon had seen with his own eyes this most precious messenger of the covenant cradled in his mother’s arms, well now at last he could depart in peace. 
And she, all sorrow scorning, rejoiced in Jesus’ fame.

The child her arms adorning shone softly like a flame

That burns the long night through,

And keeps from dusk till morning its vigil clear and true.
A light to lighten the Gentiles, a light to keep vigil in the darkness and in the storm, a light to offer protection and salvation, a light to save many lives even though one life would be lost, one supreme sacrifice made. Out on the Bell Rock the lighthouse was automated just over twenty years ago. But a light to lighten the Gentiles still flickers in the Word made flesh once and for all in Jesus Christ, a light to lighten the Gentiles still reflects in all our human endeavour. And now may God bless to us this reflection…..
