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Somewhere, someone is whistling Joy to the World.  Somewhere, someone is 
humming We Wish You a Merry Christmas.  Somewhere, people are shopping for 
last minute gifts while getting caught up in the giddiness of the hustle and bustle.  
As the nights grow longer, we gather as ancient people have done for millennia.  
As darkness threatens to overtake the light, we wonder will darkness overshadow 
everything?  Or will light come to renew us and cheer us?  We do not wonder as 
the ancients did if the sun will die and fail to return.  But as our day light hours 
grow ever shorter and the darkness seems to over shadow the light, we wonder: 
Will darkness overshadow everything?  Or will light come to renew us and cheer 
us?  As a people who live in darkness, we try and name our own darkness and fear 
and grief, and to see the beauty of the light. 

Maybe your loved one has died. 

Maybe your family is a dysfunctional mess. 

Maybe you are dealing with life after divorce or separation. 

Maybe home for you is far away and you are stuck here. 

Maybe you just get blue at Christmas time, or you struggle with depression and it 
is magnified because of the season. 

Maybe you are having to cope with the loss of a job, living with cancer or some 
other dis-ease that puts a question mark over your future, and a number of other 
human situations make parties and joviality painful. 

As we gather here this fourth Sunday of Advent we read the Easter story of 
Thomas, one of the twelve and one of Jesus’ closest friends.  Thomas' feast day is 
December 21, always on or adjacent to the winter solstice and the darkest day of 
the year. 
 
Thomas was the one who didn't share the Easter cheer. He was not with the others 
when the resurrected Jesus appeared to them. When the others ran to Thomas with 
their glad cry, "We have seen the Lord!" Thomas just couldn't go there 
emotionally. All he could see in his sleepless mind were the raw images of two 
days before -- the marks of the nails and the spear in the side of his beloved Lord. 



The corpse. He needed something that real to heal the real grief that overwhelmed 
him so. 
 
It says something powerful about Thomas that he was with the others the following 
Sunday. He: broken and grief stricken. The others: buzzing about resurrection. 
Thomas stayed in community, even when he felt isolated, different – a non-
believer. And it says something about the early church that he was welcomed and 
embraced there, with all his doubts and darkness. That's the quality of community 
that is at the heart of the church at its best. 
 
It seems such an appropriate story to tell on this fourth Sunday of Advent when we 
gather in the darkness of our hearts, honoring our losses, our hurts and fears, our 
pains and doubts – placing these tender feelings and memories into the holy hands 
of the Lord. We read that Jesus honored the grief and doubt of his friend Thomas, 
visiting Thomas within his community with a presence that allowed Thomas also 
to be a witness of the light of resurrection, life out of death. 
 
I cannot know your pain from within you, but sometimes I know some of what you 
carry. We bring our burdens to this service, like holy packages, offerings to the 
God who knows and shares our human heartache. We face our reality with the 
brave authenticity of Thomas, who knew what he had seen and was not pacified by 
happy platitudes, no matter how true they might seem. We touch one another in 
solidarity and prayer. And we light a candle in the darkness of our hearts, a 
sacrament of the Word that "the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did 
not overcome it." (John 1:5) 
 
I can empathize with Thomas because I have experienced the loss of loved ones 
and seasonal depression in my father.   
 
My father was born in 1927 and grew up in rural Mississippi on a farm.  His 
parents went through a difficult divorce and he being the eldest sibling became the 
parent to his brother and sisters.  Life was difficult and he left home joining the 
Navy during WWII at age 16 (he lied about his age).  This experience stayed with 
him all his life.  He suffered from seasonal depression from Thanksgiving till after 
Christmas. 
 
My mother died from a rare form of leukemia (hairy cell leukemia) in 1998 at the 
age of 69.  Because I was a pastor and my father re-married with in 10 months of 
my mother’s death, I never truly mourned my mother’s death I just 
compartmentalized it.  In July of 2016, my step-mother died from cancer.  This 



brought back all the memories of my mother’s death and not dealing with my grief.  
Within two months, my father died. Needless to say, I was full of grief even with 
my faith and a wonderful church community.    
 
Life in a faith community does not guard us against feelings of depression or loss.  
We have to remember we do not journey alone, Jesus walks with us and we have 
our church family’s support and prayers.  We Americans try and do everything 
ourselves.  We do not know how to turn things over to God to “Let go and let 
God.” 
 
Following the days after my father’s death Barbara and I were introduced to a 
program called “Grief Share.”  We experienced true healing and brought the 
program back to our church in DeWitt, Arkansas.  Just a note a few churches in our 
area are coming together to offer this program via Zoom for all who might be 
interested. 
 
The good news of God comes in darkness: 
 to those who are waiting with just a thread of hope to cling to. 
 to those who have nearly given up. 
 to those who know the tears of grief. 
Listen to Isaiah’s profound word of good news: “The people who walk in darkness 
have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness on them light 
has shined.” 
 
And who does Jesus reach out to in his treasured words when he says: “Come to 
me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.  
Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”   
Jesus is speaking to those of us whose burden in life is felt as heavy and who bear 
a hard yoke and need relief. 
 
In John’s Gospel when it sums up the good news of Christ it cannot do it without 
mentioning the darkness: “The light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not 
overcome it.” 
 
I would like you to contemplate this preview of Christmas’ good news: The 
mystery of the news is the depth, length and breadth of God’s mercy and 
compassion for humanity and creation.  This mystery is summed up in the idea of 
incarnation – embodiment.  It says that divine love and mercy will not remain 
distant concepts for us to debate their meaning and ponder their existence.  No, 



instead, God enacts divine love and mercy in real human, flesh and blood.  Jesus is 
the guarantor and gift of this embodiment.  Our lives are the experience of it by the 
Holy Spirit’s power. 
 
This gathering and all gatherings of people in the church is wrapped and swaddled 
in the good news of God in Christ incarnate. It is a mixture of tears of joy and tears 
of sorrow, tears of laughter and tears of regret, tears of grief and tears of new birth.  
But when we gather together in such infinite love and mercy, which is always a 
beautiful mystery beyond our comprehension, all we have to offer God anyway is 
all these blessed tears.  Amen. 
 
 


