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Light in Our Darkness

John 1:1-5, 8:12, Luke 1:79, Isaiah 9:2, 60:1-2

There were about 17 of us packed together in an underground sanctuary cave just north of Dublin, Ireland, in an ancient sacred space called Newgrange. The tour guide was getting ready to turn out the lights to make a point, and I was absolutely dreading it. 

Before we went in he said, “Anybody who has claustrophobia should come in last so you can be near the exit.” That’s where I was. I was as close to the exit as you could get, ready to bolt at any moment. But I was trying my hardest to tough it out, because everybody told us this was one of the most impressive things we would see in all of Ireland, perhaps in the whole world. 

Newgrange is 500 years older than the pyramids of Giza, 1,000 years older than Stonehenge, and even more miraculous. Huge stones (1-10 tons each) were brought there from God-only-knows-where and God-only-knows-how and were lined up with precision into a perfectly domed ceiling in a way that captured the light of the winter solstice on December 21st. 

This is what our tour guide wanted to demonstrate for us when he turned out the lights. We were supposed to wait in the pitch black for 17 seconds or so and he promised we would see the simulated light of the winter solstice travel through the passageway into the sanctuary place where we were standing.

There we were in complete darkness. Those 17 seconds felt like 17 years!

Deep darkness, “…darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples, but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you.” Really?

My friend Leslie has two sons. Both of them are in the United States Marine Corps and between them they have served five terms in Iraq; one is scheduled to return in March. Last spring she launched an email prayer vigil for Iraq during the 40 days leading up to Easter, which was so helpful. She has traveled as a missionary in the Middle East a lot, so her prayer emails were well researched and gave us specific things to pray for.

I saved the one from March 14 where the prayer focus was “Children in Iraq.” This is the background she gave:

The children of Iraq have been caught in war for the third time in 20 years. Many have lost their fathers and hear gunshots day and night. Statistically Iraq is a very young nation with a median age of 19. Forty percent of the population is under the age of 14. 

Many suffered childhood malnutrition during the UN embargo, despite the Food-for-Oil program which was corrupted and used to maintain the affluent lifestyle of Saddam Hussein’s family and his cronies. The current instability affects the most vulnerable members of society, its children. 

Many of Iraq’s poorer households are still not sure what or if they will eat each day, and the most affected are babies two and under. Most disturbing is what violence does to the psyche of young children. Some are taught mistrust, fear and hate at an early age. Some are programmed to become martyrs.

This is a people who live in a land of deep darkness.

Closer to home, on Friday, the darkest day of the year, I got an email from my friend Ellen. She and her husband pastor a church down in San Jose that is increasingly surrounded by gang warfare. She wrote the email because she had just attended a street side prayer service two blocks from their church where two young men were shot and killed. There have been six deaths within six months within a mile of their church. 

In this email blast she writes:

In this Christmas season when I’m so keenly aware of the light and life of God stepping into the middle of a dark, messy world, my heart finds itself experiencing a paradoxical mixture of grief and joy, of sadness and hope, of indignation and trust. This little corner of God’s world in San Jose feels so very dark and messy right now. And yet I know that my “job” (weird word for it, I know) is to claim and pro-claim the truth that the Light has come into the world, and the darkness has not—and will not – overcome it. For a variety of reasons, I feel very inadequate to this calling, but I don’t want to run away from it, either. I just want to be faithful and used by God in whatever ways He deems valuable.

You’re getting this email today because I value you – your faith, your prayers, and your companionship in this thing called the Gospel…

At Newgrange in Ireland they were inspired over 5,000 years ago to build a sanctuary in a way that allowed the world’s darkest day to be penetrated by the life-giving light of the sun. It was designed in such a way that only at that time of year the light made its way through the passageway and exploded inside the sanctuary space. And they believed that it transported those who had died from one side of the cruciform space to the other, to new life. 

Newgrange was built thousands of years before Jesus set foot on this planet saying, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” Thousands of years before a bright star brought astrologers hundreds of miles to his manger. Thousands of years before radiant angels lit up his cave tomb with resurrection hope.

Jesus wasn’t literally born on December 25th. You probably know that. But did you know that December 25th used to be the day that was originally marked as the winter solstice under Julius Caesar in 45 BC? And December 25th was when Kings and Emperors celebrated what they called “the birthday of the unconquered sun” (Dies Natalis Solis Invicti), the day the sun proved to be unconquered in spite of the shortening daylight hours. 

Since that time Christians have debated the appropriateness of celebrating Christ’s birth in conjunction with such a pagan holiday. 

But when I stood in the darkness at Newgrange and experienced the wonder of the light penetrating the deep darkness and filling the sanctuary with light, I could see why December 25th was considered the best time to proclaim what was born into this world in Jesus Christ.

I think the prophet Isaiah and the gospel of John would agree. In the year 320, one theologian said, “We hold this day holy, not like the pagans because of the birth of the sun, but because of him who made it.”

Stella Thornstrom was struggling to get into the Christmas spirit since it was her first holiday after her husband died. A delivery man showed up at her door with a box and asked her to sign for it. He urged her to open it immediately. Inside the box was a 6 week old golden Labrador puppy. “Who sent me this puppy?” she asked. “Where did this dog come from?”

The delivery man explained. “According to the vet, this puppy was chosen for you when the mother dog was pregnant. Here is a letter I am supposed to deliver with the box.” The letter was written by her husband before he passed away, telling how he wanted his wife to have one last Christmas gift from him. – A puppy she could love and enjoy past the holiday season. 

What an incredible, wonderful gift of love from her husband now dead that came penetrating into her present darkness, lighting up her Christmas!

God comes to us from outside – outside death, outside time, outside creation – into our present darkness in Jesus Christ. The One who was in the beginning with God, the One who made puppies and loving husbands, who made the sun and the laughter of children, who holds the mystery of life and death – this One has penetrated the world’s deepest darkness to come to us in the flesh, to let us know that darkness is not the last word, that death is not the last word.

This One has penetrated the world’s deepest darkness to give us a love and a life and a joy that will never end.

Thanks be to God!

