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PRAYER OF THE DAY
Almighty God, you
wonderfully created
and yet more
wonderfully restored
the dignity of human
nature. In your mercy,
let us share the divine
life of Jesus Christ
who came to share
our humanity, and
who now lives and
reigns with you and
the Holy Spirit, one
God, now and forever.
Amen.
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Jesus Christ is the Light of the World

Date:
Sermon Title:

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ. Amen.

What a beautiful morning. These past couple of days, with the snow
dusting everything from mountains to treetops to shrubs and hedges, I've
felt like I've been driving around in a snow globe. There isn't much that is
more beautiful than a fresh snowfall in the Rocky Mountains, and for
someone who grew up in the Midwest, a white Christmas really tugs at the
heartstrings. Everything is so white — so bright — that I can’t help but keep
thinking of the image of light that we find in this morning’s Gospel lesson. In
describing Jesus, whom John understands as the Word of God, dwelling in
the flesh, he writes these verses:

What has come into being in him was life,
and the life was the light of all people.
The light shines in the darkness,
and the darkness did not overcome it.
[St. John 1:3b-5]

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.
Light has long been a symbol used by the faithful to refer to the presence of
Christ in the world. For centuries, the church has chanted: Jesus Christ is
the light of the world, the light no darkness can overcome. With candles and
torches, in otherwise dark cathedrals, the early church imagined the light
and life of Jesus beaming out into the world, illuminating all that surrounded
it, and transforming everything that had previously been touched by
darkness. These days, the power of light largely escapes us. We have lights
everywhere:

1. Night Lights 3. Spot lights 5. Street Lights

2. Headlights 4. Flashlights 6. Emergency Lights
There is hardly a moment in our day when it is completely dark. Even on a
moonless night, the bedrooms in our homes are lit by the illuminated
numbers on alarm clocks, LEDs on the televisions, and the time stamp of
our VCRs. Even here in our worship center, on a Sunday morning (or a
Christmas morning), it is so bright, that we can sometimes barely see
whether or not the candles are burning. And so it has become hard to
imagine a place without light.

But that’s not the case everywhere. A pastor I know tells of a trip he
and his wife made to Sweden some years ago, about this time of year. They
noticed that in many of the Swedish churches, it had become popular to
have an area, often a large box filled with sand, in which dozens of candles
were placed. People, upon entering the church, would light one of those
candles. Sometimes they would come in the middle of the week, light a
candle, stand by it quietly for a time, and then leave.

This pastor asked his host about these candles. What do they mean?
Why has this become important to them?
The host actually had no idea why this had

o Evangelical Lutheran Church in America pecome such a popular act. He thought it
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might have something to do with the fact that it is so dark in Sweden this time of year. When it is that
dark, light takes on a hew meaning. But he didn't think that the meaning was specifically Christian in
nature. Many of these mid-week visitors aren’t well versed in the Bible. They don't worship regularly on
Sundays. Many of them know next to nothing about the Christian faith. Yet here they come, to light a
candle and have a moment of silence by themselves. '

It's not just in Sweden, of course. Throughout the world, there has been a yearning for light
beyond our present darkness — a yearning for something that many vaguely call “spiritual.” It is a
searching for meaning beyond ourselves. A searching for something to ground us in life. A searching
for something that will illumine our path through life. A searching that hints at the darkness that is so
pervasive — the darkness that so many want to escape.

I can't help but think that’s what St. John had in mind when he wrote this beautiful poem about
Christ. St. John no doubt knew darkness. He lived in the days before electric lights that pushed back
the night. He knew what it was like to walk along dimly lit streets — wondering what lay just beyond
the next shadow. St. John’s world seemed a very dark place. It was not only an unlit place — but a
place where the forces of darkness were powerfully evident. Iliness, brokenness, pain, and sorrow
were plenty in St. John’s day... even persecution of the church by the political powers of the day. For
some people, it must have seemed as though the darkness would consume them. It was into the
darkness of that world that Jesus was born, and he brought with him a light that lit up the whole
world.

I regularly listen to a podcast by theologian and professor Len Sweet. I'd comment it to you: he
calls it Napkin Scribbles — and describes it as “thoughtful sketches of God and life from thinker and
author, Leonard Sweet.” Back in September, he was lamenting the early onslaught of Christmas
decorations. And he recalled a story he heard at church camp when he was a child. Let me quote a
portion of his presentation:

Some preacher was talking about a couple who were touring a cave with their son (11 years
old) and their daughter (7 years old). The guide suddenly turned of all the lights to dramatize
how completely dark and silent it is so far below the surface of the earth. When the guide did
that, immediately there were two sounds. One was the little girl. As she was completely engulfed
in this total darkness, she let out a whoop. And the other was her older brother, who said, “Don't
cry. There is someone who knows how to turn on the lights.

I remember that because, what a great prelude to Christmas. Isn't that the message of
Christmas? That no matter how depressed and how gloomy and how much of a struggle it
seems, that in the midst of our darkness, in the worst of times, God does the best of things? In
the midst of our darkness and fears, there is this word. Somebody is coming who can turn on the
lights. And that one is Jesus, the Christ, the light of the world. "

We gather here this morning to proclaim our belief that Jesus is this one who knows how to turn
on the lights. The light that Jesus brought to the world is able to illuminate all that we know — literally
shedding it in a different light, giving us an entirely new perspective on our world.

We gather here this morning, aware that there is darkness in each of our lives. I don’t know what
particular darkness each of you confronts this morning. It may be the darkness of a broken
relationship. It may be the darkness of failing health. It may be the darkness of uncertain employment.
It may be the darkness that accompanies a crisis in faith. I dont know what particular darkness each
of you confronts this morning. But I do know this: our God is one who knows darkness. Our God knows
pain, and disappointment, and abandonment, and failure. And it is that God, intimately knowing the
darkness that creeps into our lives, who comes in the form of Jesus with the power of light. A light that

' William H. Willimon, writing in “On Our Minds” (Logos Productions, Inc. September 2003; Volume 9, Number 4).
" Len Sweet, Napkin Scribbles, “Happy Holy Daze; Let’s All Go Shopping Early This Year!” September 27, 2009
(partial transcript).
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can shine in our lives, bringing relief to even the darkest moments we can possibly imagine. And the
wonderful truth about Christ’s light is this: the darker the darkness, the brighter his light shines.

Some of you know that one of my favorite moments of the whole year took place last night. It
happened at the conclusion of our Candlelight services. This Worship Area was completely engulfed in
darkness, except for the processional candles at the altar and the Advent Wreath. The torches carried
light back to the worshippers, each of whom had a small taper of their own. And as we sang Silent
Night, the light was passed down each row, until everyone was standing with a lit candle in front of
them. It is @ moving sight, but most powerfully so from behind the altar. Because most people held
their candles at chest height, I couldn’t see more than a couple of the candles that front row people
were holding. The light I saw — a light that eventually seemed to entirely fill the room — was reflected
off of the faces of those who were at worship.

That seems to me an apt image of what this light of Christ is all about. The light that radiated
here last night wasn't a light that came from within, as if we have the power and ability to make the
world a perfect place. But instead, the light I saw was a light that came from somewhere else — to be
exact: a light that came from the Advent Wreath which has served to announce the arrival of the Christ
to us this past month. A light that came from the Christmas tree that celebrates our Lord’s birth among
us. A light that was reflected off the faces of those who had gathered here — faces that held the pains
and sorrows, the joys and delights, that they had come in hopes of entrusting them to God. The light
of Christ moved through us, and was reflected in the faces of those who were gathered here.

That is what St. John helps us to see this morning. That no matter how dark our world might
become, there is a source of light available to us that the darkness can never overcome. That light is
the presence of Christ, which comes from God, and dwells in our midst, and is ready to forgive us,
renew us, and strengthen us for life’s journey.

May this Christmas be a time when you truly sense that light of Christ in your life. And may God
bless you with the peace and hope and joy that only comes from a life that is lived in the rays of this
light.

Amen.
David J. Risendal, Pastor (December 25, 2009)

English Text: "

! In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. °
He was in the beginning with God. * All things came into being through him, and without him
not one thing came into being. What has come into being * in him was life, and the life was the
light of all people. > The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. °
There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. ’ He came as a witness to testify to
the light, so that all might believe through him. ® He himself was not the light, but he came to
testify to the light. ° The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. *° He
was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him.
1 He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. * But to all who
received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, ** who were
born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. ** And the Word
became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only
son, full of grace and truth. "

i" A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at www.elca.org/worship/church_year.
V' St. John 1:1-14, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the

Churches of Christ in the United States of America).
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Greek Text:

' Ev &pxA Av 0 AOYyoc, k&L 6 Adyoc fiv TTpdg Tov Bedv, kal Bedc fiv 6 Aoyoc. ?
o0ToC fijv €V &pxA TTPOC TOV Bedv. ® TTavTa U x0TOD EYEVETO, KXL XWPLE XVTOD
EYEVETO OVOE Ev. O YEyovev * v aOTW Twn v, koL | Twi fiv TO ¢ TWV RVOpWITTWV
® KoL TO dWC €V TH OKOTLX PALVEL, KXL I} OKOTLX XVUTO 0V KXTEAXBEV. ° EyéveTo
&vOpWTTOC, XTTEOTXAMEVOC TTXPX Be0D, dvoux axOTW Twdvvng ’ o0Toc AABeV €l
HXPTUPLAY VX MXpTLUPAOT TTEPL TOD PWTOC, VX TIRVTEC TTLOTEOTWOLY dU x0TOD. 8
o0k fjv EKELVOC TO PWC, AN’ tvax paxpTupAoN TTEPL TOD PWTOC. ° AV TO ¢ TO
GANOLVOV, O PWTLCEL TTRVTX &VOPWTTOV, EPXOMEVOV ELC TOV KOOHOV. '° €V TW) KOTUW
fiv, KXl 0 KOoHOC S x0TOD EYEVETO, KXL O KOTMOC XOTOV 00K Eyvw. " €lg T& 1O
AABev, kL oL 1dLol x0OTOV oL TTXxpEAXPBOV. 2 dool d& EAxBoV xVTOV, EdwWKEV XVTOLC
€Eouoiav Tékvx Beod yevéaBa, Tolg TTILOTEDOLOLY €LC TO OvouX xOTOD, ' ot OUK EE
XLUXTWY OVOE €K DEAAUXTOC THPKOG OVDE €K BEAAUXTOC XVOPOG AN’ €k BeoD
eyevwABnoov. " Kot 06 AOyog o&pE EYEVETO KX ETKAVWOEV €V NULV, KXl EBexORMEDX
THV 86Exxv x0TOD, dOEXV WG HOVOYEVODC TTPX TTXTPOC, TTARPNC XKPLTOG KXL
axAndeilxg.

A

St. John 1:1-14, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and
Wikgren, Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).



