
11 WHEN THE P01rVER FAILS" 

INTRODUCTION This sermon began to tak form late Tuesday afternoon, around 5:30, 
when the power failed and the lights went out in nearly all of New 

York City, parts of nine Northeastern states and also in two provinces of southeastern 
Canada, Some 80,000 square miles, in which perhaps 25 million people live and work, 
were affected, 

~Jhat happened is now a part of the history of this city, this nation, and certainly 
a vivid memory in the life of each one of us. Today, tomorrow and for many years to 
come New Yorkers will be telling stories of the night the lights went out - stories of 
hardship and suffering, of courage and unexpected courtesy, of humor and human warmth 
under the most nifficnlt circumstances. Everyone has a story, a memory of hovr he or she 
was caught up in the dark 1..reb that paralyzed the life of this great city. 

P01NER FAILURE - IN THE LIFE OF THE CITY This was the largest power failure in 
modern times, and it happened at the worst 

possible hour of the day. The city lost its brightness, its glitter, and yet, New 
Yorkers, who are getting more and more accustomed to crisis situations seemed to 
Fesp<?>nd...,"i-A-gQo~g~~; ~Jtd take the blackout in stride, 

'vle are told that the people of this city responded magnificently. War itself 
couldn't have melted and molded the people with greater demonstrations of courtesy 
and kindness. ~fuy New Yorkers were found to be communicating aloud with total strangers, 
a phenomenon believed to have been reserved for Judgment Day. As one person P9marked 
(~ l1Q9 Si*~·@uay), rr:;rJ.,(h~Qgpil.;o ti@b\e W.Q~ful. ""J/hy Lhey e~J:e~~s 
o-at first." • 

Tuesday night could easily have brought terror and chaos to a metropolis as 
diverse and violent as New York, But the cement that holds any good society together -
mutual trust - held firm for 12 hours. Somehow this city seems suddenly warmer and 
dearer because "1e all had a long dark night of the soul - together - vJhen the power 
failed, And it is reassuring to know that when the power does fa'il, the city faces a 
crisis, that the people can1pull together, ~ tl:l:eiP o'RSlilasPs '&e i;Re uheel, and that 
kindness, trust, courtesy become the order of the day. 

P1JT11TER. FAIIJJRE - IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH 

modern city, 

Power failures can occur in other areas 
of life as well as in the life of the 

For instance, it can happen in the life of the church. The church is not de
pendent upon electrical pm..rer to maintain its life; it is dependent upon spiritual 
power. When 'it ceases to be a dynamic, pulsating force and power in the life of 
people and in the life of the world, when it ceases to easti a strong light in a 
darkened society, when its influence is weak and powerless, we would say that it has 
experienced a power failure. Some there are who would say that it has already 
happened, or is ha~pening - a power failure, that is, in the life of the Christian 
Church. 

And just as a full scale investigation is under way to determine the causes of 
the power failure of last Tuesday, so we in the church need to have a similar in
vestigation in order to find out what 1 s happening, to find out why - v.ri th so many 
members on our falls and so many buildings, the church in our day does not have more 
power, more influence for good in the world. I ~eaP taa~ aa~ o~a iR¥&6~~ 

would ttitee ~""ef' :fa:e'l;s aR4---eeH~43its~~afl<i~s--tb.ttt-a-l.J:-0£-us 
rm~"""9:'rr-~H~~""8!!~RH''-l'll~~-ee!'l:1~· rri"flg~the-ehureh. There has been a power failure; 
we can not pin it down to a particular moment; it has been been slow in coming, slow in 
building up. 
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lrJhy, we ask? 1rlhat is the cause of it? How can we work to overcome it? I think 
a great deal of it stems from the fact that the church has not managed to keep in 
touch with the times. It has tended to look to the past rather than the future; it 
has tended to isolate itself from the main currents of life where the action is. We 
find that people look to it to lead rather than to follow, they look to it for help 
in understanding the problems of modern day life, and in so many instances it has 
failed to shed a bright light. The language is the language of yesterday; the liturgy 
is the liturgy of yesterday-year. The methods and forms and structures were designed 
to meet the needs of an agrarian society. The church has experienced a power failure 
because it has been out of touch with the time in which it lives. vle are working hard 
now to get caught up. The world is threatening to pass us by. And thank God for men 
lilr8 ~!Ms l!itl Psfie 1 iaMi a:A9 id;las,ps who have .Sat themselves to the task of opening 
the church to the world, for making it relevant to today's explosive conditions, to 
make it a strong power for unity, peace and justice. 

Perhaps this is the place to make reference to the reports tha.t we have been re
ceiving recently in the papers and one or t~.vo magazines about the "death of God". 
If you read the report of God's death in the October 22nd issue of TIME magazine or 
the article in the October 17th issue of the NEW YORK TIMES, you may have been some-what 
shaken and jarred by all of this. What do these men, these "death of God" theologians 
mean when they speak of the death of God. Mind you, these are men in our theological 
schools whose feeling and concern for the church runs deep. 

Is it that our traditional ideas about God have little meaning, little evidence 
for support? Perhaps this is what they are saying to us. If this is it, there is 
much truth in what they are suggesting. For example, the God who deliberottely sends 
sickness and death as a punishment for our sins - that God has died. Or, the God who 
holds our sins against us until we beg for mercy - that God has died. Or, the God 
1-vho created the universe in six days - that God has died. Or, the God who moves men 
on the chessboard of history, leaving them virtually no freedom to make decisions of 
their own, that God has died. Or, the God who sees huma.n beings as miserable sinners 
whose salvation depends on neat formulas of faith - that God has died. Perhaps it is 
not so much that God has died as it is that he has changed his name and that what men 
once thought was a part of his nature has been left behind in the shadows of history 
and the thoughts of another century. I do not feel that the source of our spiritual 
power is dead, but I do feel that our lines of communication with him are in need of 
being examined, re-ne-vred, re-built ••• in light of the knmdedge we have re. the universe. 

Suppose we look at this power failure from another point of view. Spiritual 
power is necessary, essential, if the church is to throw out a strong light to the 
world. Financial power is also necessary. A church cannot operate effective~ in the 
modern world I·Jithout adequate financial under-girding. It is amazing that the church 
manages to do as well as it does under the conditions. When our financial power is 
weak, when it is insufficient to meet the gr01.ving need, when it is handled hapzardly 
by its members, the church can. "lot be strong and effective. The gloom settles, the 
darkness deepends, the many good works it could do do not get done. 

rnen: 
Here's a bit of verse that 'vas given to me this past week by one of our lay-

"Three thousand for my brand new car, 
Five thousand for a piece of sod. 

Ten thousand I paid to begin a house 
A dollar I gave to Gode 

A tidy sum to entertain my friends in pointless chatter, 
And when the world goes crazy mad, I ask, 

"Lord, "1-Jhat 1 s the matter?" 
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Yet, there is one big question, 
For the answer I still search; 

"With things so bad in this old world, 
hlhat 1 s holding back the church?" 

"tVhat 1 s holding back the church ?11 - perhaps this is a question that has crossed 
your mind. Part of the ans1,rer rests at this point - its financial under-gtrding is 
1.veak, insufficient on many occasion to get the job done. The church can take a little 
and make it stretch a long, long way. But mind you, you will never build the Kingdom 
of God on earth from "left-overs". And that's what it is with many. ~Vhat is left
over after everything else has been taken care of. You 111 never build a strong church 
if you approach it this way. Many times nothing is left over. When we begin to put 
the church first, not last, then its power will begin to increase. 

Today you have had a fine statement regarding our financial goals and aspirations 
for the coming year. What you do, as a congregation, will determine whether this 
church experiences a power failure in the coming year. Our goal in pledges is $3.5,000. 
It can be reached if each person does his part. It will require increases in present 
pledges. It will require new pledges- at least 2.5 new ones •••• from members and from 
friends. I would remind you of this, aru:UI say this with all of the urgency and 
conviction that are a part of my being: the church stands today at the cross roads in 
the ubban centers of America. If it fails to receive a fresh infusion of spiritaal 
power and financial power; it will not go forward. It will slip into the darkness and 
the darkness will eventually hide it from our view. "1Nith things so bad in this old 
world, what's holding back the church?" It's struggling for its very life,. Give it 
your support. And help us to get the job done. 

PO~TER FAILURE - IN OUR LIVES Suppose vJe look at the idea of a power failure from 
still another point of view. 

When the power fails in our lives - what then? And it does happen. Life with 
its many uncertainties, its twists, turns, and troubles, can send even the best and 
bravest among us into the shadows of darkness Hhere bewilderment, confusion and fear 
are lurking. ~fuen the lights go out, what then? It may be an accident, or an illness, 
or a sudden death of one close and dear, or the loss of a job, or th~ loss of a 
reputation. trJhen the lights go out in our lives, 1..rhat then? 

Several things to cons:tr'ler. One thing is to keep on zoing, not to give in, or 
give up, or to slip into the bao ha"bit of feeling sorry for yourself. T.fuen the lights 
c;o out, we n(!l!ed to keep on going in the assurance that it is only temoor:>'~"y. I don't 
knO';v hm,r m::,ny of' you h8p:r:en~d to r~~d in the p:'l.pers on ,,,fednesday that the lights went 
out in Carnegie Hall right in the middle of a performance given by Vladrnir Poror.vitz. 
He had ju::<t startl>)d to pJay Chopin's 11 PolonR.ise 11 , rehearsing for the forthcoming 
program hF>for an invited audience of about 200. And although the hall was pitch black, 
Mr. Horowitz went right on playing this difficult work, not missing a notee Not 
missing a note! ltJhen the lights go out in our lives, and the power fails, we need 
to k"'ep on going> playing the piece life has called us to play - trying not to miss a 
note! It takes 8ourage. It takes stamina, couraze and stamina that are born of a 
strong faith and inner life. 

Another thing to remember is that help comes, and so often it comes from the most 
unexpected sources, from unexpected people. In the casE' of Mr. Horowitz, a stage 
hand rushed out with a flash-light and focused it on the keys. Another touching 
story that bears this out also carne out of the events of Tuesday nizht. A woman on 
her way home -rrom work remarked, 11 I was trying to find the curb to step off it. Then 
I heard the tapping of a cane behind me. A man's voice said 'May I help you?' I took 
his arm, and for the first time in my life I was taken across the street by a blind man11 



- 4 -

Help comes, and it comes in unexpected ways and from those you least expect it. 

Tuesday night around nine o'clock I was walking in the darkness up Park Avenue 
from 60th Street where I had attended a candle-light supper meeting of the Protestant 
r:ouncil at Christ Church. As I vralked by Lenox Hill Hospital with my good friend, 
Rev. Clark Oler, Rector of Holy Trinity Epicopal Church, v.re heard the sound of the 
generators in the hospital. The generators were at work; the hospital was not without 
light in the emergency. Built-in generators. Prepared for the emergency. When the 
moment of crisis came, when the lights went out, the hospital -v.ras able to keep on 
functioning. Careful planaing and preparation in advance made this possible. 

'iJhat about this in reference to your life. Are you seeing to it that your inner 
life is being nourished properly so that when the time of testing comes you will have 
what it takes to keep on functioning. Are you seeing to it that the lines of your faith 
are in good condition, in good connection with the source of all power. Care and 
discipline should be given to the cultivation of the inner life. Prayer, worship, 
stuqy, all these help in making strong the inner life. Neglect, indifference, laziness -
these weaken the lines of connection with the source of spiritual powe~~ 

And finally, remember this: the lights come back on. \1\[e believe in a universe 
where "the lights come back on". The darkness was overcome. 0 Henry, legend has it, 
said on his death bed: "Turn up the lights. I'm afraid to go home in the dark". There 
is one ringing truth the Christian attests to and that is that he does not operate in 
the darkness, that there is nothing to be afraid of when the lights go out. He goes 
his way in the assurance of what John, the Evangelist, said back in the first century 
whef\ 1;88 UFQt ~ i:b'P Goipel of ,J~n: 

"In Him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light 
shines in the darlmess, and the darlmess has not overcome it." 

LET TJS PRAY '·Ie thank thee, 0 God, for the light that shines in the darkness, for 
the Christ who came into our world, and who uses us to be instruments 

for his vmy. As we try to find our vmy through the dangerous and darkened places of 
life, through the dark tunnels of everyday existence, open our eyes, our spiritual 
eyes that we may see that light which the darkness cannot put out and which, if we 
will let it, will shine in us. In the spirit of Christ we pray. Amen 



------

ANNOUNCEHENTS 

I would remind you that tea and coffee will be served in Fellowship Hall 
following the service, and that all of you are invited to share in these 
moments of warmth and fellowship that we have together following the 
service, 

Also I would take this moment to extend a word of welcome to the visitors in 
the congregation. It is our joy to have you vdth us, and we hope that we may 
have opportunity to greet you in a more personal t-vay folloTrdng the service -
either at the door or at the coffee hour. \ve would encourage you to sign one 
of our guest books before you depart, and hope that you will come and v-rorship 
w·ith us on other occasions. 

The announcements are before you in the bulletin. We ask you to review these 
on your own before you depart. You will note that the fourth and final session 
in the adult stuqy group will be held today from 12:30 to 1:15. That the 
young adults will be meeting tonight in the fourth floor lounge, also that 
tickets to the annual fair and dinner sponsored by the WSCS are on sale again 
today. 

Next Sunday we shall be rece1v1.ng new members into the fellowship of our church. 
"Conversati ns in Church membership" will be held this evening at 7:30 for 
those of you who in recent weeks have found a church home with us and would 
like to strengthen the tie you have with us through membership. Should this be 
of interest and concern to you, accept this a.s an invitation to come and share 
in this evening's program. Also next Sunday- is Thanksgiving Sunday. Again 
this year, we shall celebrate it as "Dedication Sunday" - the Sunday when our 
pledges of financial support to the work of the church in 1966 will be 
received. 

And here this morninG to offer a statement regarding the 1966 Budget of the 
church, of the grer,.t need that exists, of the importance of your support of 
it, is the Vice-chairman of the Ste~>rardship and Fmnance Commission, Mr. Robert. 
Johnson. It gives me a great deal of pleasure to present Mr. Johnson to you. 

•••••••••••••••••• 
Thank you, Mr. Johnson, for this 
statement, for your kind and gracious 

and challenging words to us ••• 

Jesus said: 11 It is more blessed to give than it is to receive". 


