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 A week or so ago, our son and I were messaging about our ancestor whose 

name he carries. We thought Thomas Layton Light was an American Revolutionary 

patriot. But I had just learned while reading Uncle Morse’s family genealogy that 

Thomas Layton Light was a Civil War era judge, rather than our family’s American 

Revolutionary patriot. That patriot was Lodwick Light, a German immigrant who 

changed his last name to be more American. Lodwick was Thomas’ grandfather. 

Learning this new information led me to think about where my political ideologies 

might come from in our current age of ideological divides. How could my patriotism 

be shaped by my patriotic ancestors Lodwick and Thomas Layton Light? 

 Human behavior across generations being shaped by earlier generations is often 

called “standing on ____’s shoulders.” What does it mean for my son to stand on the 

shoulders of his ancestor a judge as he now works in human resources training others 

to comply with regulations? Is my voting behavior influenced by my grandfather’s 

grandfather’s grandfather Lodwick as it is by my two grandmothers and other 

Suffragettes who taught me how important my right to vote is and how hard the 

struggle was to secure it?   

 Early on the day I began my study for this sermon, I journaled on those 

questions. Later that day I began working on this sermon as I always do by first 

reading the Bible first just to listen for what God might be saying to me to share with 

you. With podcast worship now we always reading two passages of Scripture from the 

Revised Common Lectionary every week. Often at first read they don’t seemed linked 

with each other, or even much to do with how we may live our lives.  

The first passage is from Deuteronomy, a transcript of Moses’ sermon series to 

the Hebrew people just before they entered the Promised Land. Moses was about 120 

years old as he did this series and knew he did not have long left to live. In the part we 

are reading this week, Moses told the people how to recognize the new prophet God 
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would raise up to succeed him. It seems God is always raising up leaders for every 

generation. Moses quotes God telling him, “I will put my words in the mouth of the 

prophet who shall speak to them everything that I command.” (Deuteronomy 18:18)1   

 Less than a second later, I turned to Mark’s Gospel, where I read how Jesus 

went to synagogue with his new disciples. There Jesus taught. “They were astounded 

with his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority. . ..” (Mark 1:22) As he 

taught, Jesus was interrupted by a man with “an unclean spirit” (Mark 1:23) whom 

Jesus miraculously rebuked and healed. His witnesses exclaimed, “What is this? A new 

teaching –with authority!” (Mark 1: 27) 

Perhaps it was because earlier that day I was thinking of my own ancestors’ 

influence in my thinking and behavior, but in turning from what Moses said to what 

Jesus said and then finishing with what Jesus’ listeners were saying about him, it 

appeared that Jesus “stood on Moses’ shoulders.” The idiom “to stand on someone’s 

shoulders” means “to make discoveries, insights, or progress due to the discoveries or 

previous work of those who have come before.”2 As a rabbi at synagogue, Jesus was 

commenting on a passage from the first five books of our Christian Bible, also called 

the Torah. We do not know which passage Jesus commented on that day, maybe the 

same passage we just read? Jesus often quotes Moses, especially from Deuteronomy. 

Clearly Jesus stood on Moses’ shoulders.  

So, what does this insight mean for us? As Christ’s followers we want to give 

his teaching authority in our lives. What was it the man with an unclean spirit saw in 

Jesus that we too can see? Can we stand on his shoulders to see Jesus?  

First, both Jesus and his all of listeners that day knew he stood on Moses’ 

shoulders. These folks who attended synagogue regularly on their Sabbath were 

faithful people, much like Christians in the 21st century who attend worship as best we 

can in a pandemic. It is very reasonable to think that the people listening to Jesus also 

knew how to read Moses’ sermons. We know that the Pharisees among them worked 

hard to make sure these faithful people kept all the law recorded in Deuteronomy, as 

well as Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. We know these faithful folks taught 

their children about Moses’ faith. (See Deuteronomy 6:4-9.) 

                                           
1 All quotations of Scripture in this sermon are from the New Revised Standard 
Version. Please feel free to look them up in your favorite translation or paraphrase.  
2 https://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/stand+on+someone%27s+shoulders accessed 
on 1/30/2021. 

https://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/stand+on+someone%27s+shoulders
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For us to be like Jesus and his disciples, we should know whose shoulders we 

are standing on in our faith life. Who in your family of origin or your time in the 

Church influenced you to worship regularly? How did you come to be a person who 

tries to know more about Christ and what it means to follow him? We should also be 

willing to allow others to stand on our shoulders as well. 

But what about the man with the unclean spirit that Jesus healed that day? 

Everything we can know from the Bible about him is in that passage. He recognized 

Jesus, “I know who you are, the Holy One of God.” (Mark 1:24)  

Now we have something utterly amazing to consider. The phrase “The Holy 

One of God” is a polite alternative used for “Messiah” in Jewish synagogues. This 

man may have had an unclean spirit, but he knew enough to say, “I know who you 

are. You are the Messiah!” I just noticed that in Mark’s gospel it is a person we would 

assume had a mental health problem who first saw Jesus as the Messiah, the Christ.  

While there may be a future sermon in that realization, what does a man with 

an unclean spirit there in the synagogue say about Jesus and the people there in 

synagogue with him? Keep in mind that we stand on their shoulders. His presence 

shows us that they included everyone. No one, not even the man with the unclean 

spirit, was considered beyond the benefits of weekly worship. When Jesus cast out the 

unclean spirit from the man, his authority was fully recognized by the others present.  

Perhaps as followers of Christ, we should be more fully inclusive of who we 

invite to worship. Perhaps there are people in your life who need to be invited to 

stand on your shoulders as you stand on the shoulders Moses, Jesus, the disciples, and 

those who shared their faith with you.  

Today I stand here in worship as your preacher on the shoulders of the late 

Rev. Dr. Rosemary Skinner Keller; a teacher of church history who died too soon 

(1934-2008) because of brain cancer. I was blessed to take her last class3 where she 

presented the core idea of a book she was writing, a book her cancer kept her from 

finishing. Dr. Skinner Keller’s core idea was that not only do we have kin by birth, 

marriage, or adoption; we also have kin by vocation, generations who went before us 

to make who we are possible.   

                                           
3 This class was fall semester of 2004 at Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary in 
Evanston, Illinois. Its focus was women in church history and was seminal to both my 
own dissertation research and this sermon.  
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To help us remember that we are not self-made but stand on the shoulders our 

vocational kin, Dr. Skinner Keller invited Garret women to red shoes with our 

vestments reminding ourselves that we stand on the shoulders of many women, some 

who were not allowed to preach. My personal list of these women in historic order 

include Miriam the sister of Moses, Mary the mother of Jesus, Joan of Arc, Susanna 

Wesley, Frances E. Willard, Frances Post, Dr. Georgia Harkness, Rev. Jeanne Audrey 

Powers, and Rev. Dr. Rosemary Skinner Keller. Except for Frances Post, you can 

learn more about all those women with a simple internet search.  

Frances Post was old when I knew her as a child, at least 64. She was a lifetime 

youth worker who was named in honor of Frances E. Willard, a leader whose motto 

was “Do all” for the cause of women and a mentor of Susan B. Anthony and many 

others. But Mrs. Post was the first to introduce me to the idea that Jesus can and will 

make a person with an unclean spirit whole through her youth work as a member of 

the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. Given that my Grandpa Jeffers, the 

grandson of Thomas Layton Light, owned a bar I am quite certain I received extra 

prayer and teaching support from Mrs. Post. That makes Mrs. Post just as much my 

faith grandmother whose shoulders support my faith as Grandpa Jeffers is my 

biological grandfather whose shoulders link me to my American patriotism.  

Jesus stood on Moses’ shoulders, just as Moses stood on his ancestors 

Abraham and Sarah’s shoulders. As you give thanks for those who help you stand on 

Jesus’ shoulders, who can you invite to find Christ by standing on your shoulders?  

Amen. 

   


