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I invite you to imagine with me. If you wish, you may close your eyes or rest them on the image of the candle on 

the screen. 
___ 

 
 It’s two thousand years ago. The sun has set and given rise to a moonless night. You are in a house in which 
everyone else is asleep. But you remain awake with a single candle, or maybe an oil lamp, as your sole nighttime 
companion. Your heart and mind are simply too active for sleep.  
 

Not that you aren’t tired enough for sleep. If only fatigue were required for sleep you would have knocked out 
with those whose snores now saw through the dark. But sleep involves letting go, which may be why, tonight, sleep eludes 
you: your racing heart and mind seek something to hold onto for dear life. So you begrudgingly sit with the candle in the 
darkness and journey with your heart through the night.  

 
At some point it occurs to you that it’s an illusion that you can hold on to anything as permanent. It’s the darkness 

that first suggests this. Try to grab the surrounding darkness and you end up with empty fistfuls of night. Grabbing the 
light doesn’t work any better. You either get burned by flame or end up clutching as little as when you grasped at shadow. 
 
 Close as they are––even close as your skin––neither the light that shines nor the darkness it penetrates can be 
taken in hand. Which might get at the root of what has your heart and mind so fretfully spinning––the question, in what, 
really, is life if anything we try to take in hand can end up slipping through our fingers?  
 

So there you sit, in an age without television or Internet to distract, or radio to occupy, or even a clock to tell how 
far spent is the night and when morning light will come. In the wait for either fitful sleep or first hints of dawn, the one 
companion is the candle that shines in the darkness.  
 

As it dances in the draft the flame seems almost alive, a fiery creature that, like all creatures lives with the threat of 
extinguishment. Sure enough, before you find sleep, the candle goes out, dropping you into darkness that feels like the un-
creation of the world. The creation, and life in general, feel so much more alive in the light. 

 
Unlike the gospels of Matthew or Luke, John’s gospel doesn’t begin with the birth of Jesus. Unlike Mark, John 

doesn’t have fully grown Jesus break quickly on the scene. John begins by reaching back before the beginning of any 
created thing. He starts his gospel, “In the beginning,” a clear echo of our candle lighting passage from Genesis that 
described when “the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep.”  

 
For John, the story of Jesus, and our story too, begins when life could not feel perilous or the future uncertain 

because there simply was no life other than God. God was the life, and the life was God. Everything else was a void. 
Nothingness. Which may be a clue for us about what’s behind all our fretting and anxiety and fruitless attempts to secure a 
life for ourselves: life attempted apart from God’s life and being rests on the nothingness that existed before God made any 
life at all. 

 
According to Genesis, the first thing God created was light. Science tells us that light is electromagnetic radiation. 

It travels in wavelengths, some of which we can see and some of which we can’t. Which is to say that light is a created 
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thing. But according to John, before there was a sun to mark the day and a moon to illumine the night, before stars 
bedazzled the sky or fire pushed back darkness, prior to God making anything at all there was an uncreated light. 

 
In God’s beginning that had no beginning, behind any bang to ignite the universe, there was an uncreated light 

that was life itself. This uncreated light was the Word that was with God in the beginning. And that wasn’t only with God 
but truly was God, John says: though him all things were made. Which is to say that this Word, this uncreated light, was 
the plan and meaning for all that God has made to exist. 

 
In our sleep starved nights it’s the uncreated light that the eyes of our hearts truly seek. In our meaning hungry 

days it’s the Word whose wisdom is the logic behind everything that we really, truly crave. John says, “Without him 
nothing was made that has been made.” This means you and me, and as Psalm 150 says, “everything that has life and 
breath.” Life with this Word, this light, that shone before there was light is the purpose of all that lives and breathes. 

 
Advent invites our souls to gaze through the widest of wide-angle lenses to take in a picture so big it includes the 

whole of the universe and all of time. A universe in which you can feel so small as when sitting at night by the light of a 
single candle or when standing under a pitch-dark sky littered with myriads of diamonds.  

 
But the grace of moments when life can feel small, and confused, and even seem to rest on a void, is that they 

invite relief from the burden of having to make a life or fight the darkness or find your own purpose. John tells us that all 
of these––the life that’s behind all life, the light that darkness can’t swallow, the purpose that inheres every living being is 
the Word that was with God in the beginning and who comes to us as God in flesh. The Word that was God coming to us 
as close as our skin. 

 
The way light shines it reaches out until it touches our skin. The same is true with darkness, I suppose. But more 

so with light. When light is present it is always is always closer to us than the darkness. Look at your hand––the light on it. 
You can’t rub it off. You can’t get away from it. It’s just there, so close. Shut your eyes and the light is still there, close as 
your flesh. 

 
That’s where Advent begins: in John’s call that we should open our eyes to the coming of God’s uncreated light, 

Jesus Christ. Christ the light who spoke light into being, and who comes to us so close he can’t be rubbed off or evaded. 
Which is just the good news: Christ is the life we truly desire because he’s the life of all life, and he’s purely there for the 
receiving. Christ is the light that doesn’t shrink from the world’s darkness. He’s light that shines so we’ll live as close with 
God as God really is. 

 
The light on our skin: that’s as close as we are with God. Quite simply, that’s the meaning of everything––the big 

picture, the wide-angle view within which we live and move and have our being. As much as we desire life that’s really life, 
God desires it more. So much so that, in Jesus Christ, he has come to wrap us in the light that was with God before the 
world began. 

 
This light can’t be held. Neither can he be put out. “The darkness did not over come it.” He can’t be made to 

shine on us. He just does. And he can’t be stopped from shining any more than the sun can be stopped from rising. But he 
can be welcomed and lived with, even as close as our flesh. 

 
Thus Jesus would come to say: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but 

will have the light of life.” He is the light of all people because he’s the uncreated light through whom all things came into 
being. And that’s why he’s the light that no kind of darkness can ever put out. Amen. 


