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Have you ever read a familiar passage that you thought you understood but 
once you really started reflecting on it realized there was much more there?  This is 
how I felt after my initial reading of this passage. As I read “In the beginning was 
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God,” I wanted the 
Word to simply be referring to Jesus. I wanted it to be neat and precise, to be clear 
cut and easy to understand. I wanted it fit into what I already knew.  

As I reflected on this text preparing to discuss with Chris in light of this 
service, I realized my previous thoughts were limiting the fullness of this passage.  
I was reading this solely from my perspective. I was trying to understand it within 
the limits of time and space, but this gospel starts in the beginning, in the cosmic 
realm before there was time and space.  I needed to read this passage not limiting 
myself to what I already knew but opening myself up to hear what John is teaching 
me about God.  

Did you notice the first phrase of the chapter? “In the beginning...” If it 
made you think about the beginning of Genesis, then the gospel writer achieved his 
goal.  John wants to take us back to the very beginning before God created the 
heavens and the earth, before time and space.   

If in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God, then at this point, the Word cannot simply be Jesus of Nazareth. 
We must not jump ahead to the familiar trinitarian language of Father and Son but 
embrace the language of God and the Word. 

John felt it was important to begin his gospel in the cosmic realm before 
bringing it to the earthly realm. I think John wants us to expand our mind before 
we begin reading his version of Christ’s story.  He is inviting us out of our 

Light and Life  
A Sermon Preached by Anne Keener & Chris Joiner 
First Presbyterian Church, Franklin, Tennessee 
December 3, 2017 
Service of Light- First Sunday of Advent 
 

John 1:1-18 



2 
 

everyday world and into a world shaped solely by the presence of God and the 
Word. It is a reminder that God’s story is much larger than the human story.    

The symbolism of light and darkness is a theme that runs throughout John’s 
gospel. Gail O’Day says, “Darkness is a symbol for all that is opposed to the light 
that the Word brings into the world.”  

We have all heard someone say they are in the dark. Most of you have 
probably said it about yourself at some point in your life, and some of you may feel 
like you are in the dark right now. What do we mean when we say we are in the 
dark? 

The best description I can offer is a sense of disorientation. Before darkness 
falls on any of us, we feel like we have a plan and we know where we are going.   
Once darkness falls upon us, it is as if we have lost our internal compass, and we 
don’t know which way to go.   

I recently read about an exhibit called Dialogue in the Dark that created a 
physical experience of the darkness that allowed sighted and blind people to 
change places. The sighted people were given red-tipped canes before entering a 
completely dark exhibition and meeting their blind guide. Each person navigated 
their way through a park, around a grocery store, across a busy city street, and into 
a boat. They had to find new ways of moving in the world. When we can no longer 
rely on our sight, our other senses are naturally heightened. We listen to people in 
new ways and rely more on our sense of touch. One participant surprisingly 
observed that she wasn’t embarrassed to be dependent on others.  

When the lights first go out, your surroundings seem much darker than they 
are once your eyes have adjusted. In those first moments of darkness, we often 
stumble and realize fairly quickly that the way we are in the world changes. The 
same is true when we experience times of darkness in our lives. 

When we are sick, the way we are in the world changes. When we are 
grieving, the way we are in the world changes. When relationships that we felt 
would last forever disappear, the way we are in the world changes. And when we 
lose our job or don’t know where the next chapter of our life will take us, the way 
we are in the world changes.  
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Once we recognize our circumstances aren’t going to change, then we 
realize we must learn to walk in the dark.  It is a difficult journey, and one we can’t 
take alone.  We need our Light, the Word made flesh, and we need people who will 
reflect this light on us, this light that shines in the darkness.  

Did you catch that?  It shines in the darkness. The darkness is still there.  
The light doesn’t make the darkness disappear.   

As I mentioned earlier, darkness is a symbol for all that is opposed to the 
light that the Word brings into the world.  Most think about the dark being 
something to avoid or overcome, but I want to challenge that thinking just a bit. I 
want us to ask ourselves if darkness is all bad?  

Please hear me clearly.  I am not saying we should ask for darkness in our 
lives, and I am not saying that whatever darkness you are experiencing is a good 
thing.  What I want to consider is that God can use darkness for good.  None of us 
want to experience the darkness, but growth often begins in the dark.   

Think for a moment about a plant.  Before a seed can grow, it is placed in 
the darkness of the earth and covered with soil, but out of that darkness, with the 
right nurturing, comes new life. Instead of praying to avoid the darkness, maybe 
our prayer should be for God to help us learn to walk in the dark. 

John begins with this beautiful prose about the Word and how the light 
shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. Then the next verse 
is, “There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.”  It sounds like it 
doesn’t belong because the next verse goes right back to the flowery language.  

Why would the Gospel writer have this verse in the midst of the beautiful 
poetry?  I think John is using it as a transition that brings us from the cosmic scene 
of the Word being one with God from the beginning before creation to the earthly 
scene where John the Baptist is sent as a witness to testify to the light.  

John the Baptist was not the light. We are not the light.  But we, like John, 
can testify to the light. John was Jesus’ companion. We all need people who will 
be our companions in the dark.  We need companions to give witness to something 
beyond our darkness when we can’t see it and to help us learn to walk in the dark. 
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When the world around us is dark and we are disoriented, that is when we 
must lean on our community. Instead of stumbling around alone in the dark, God 
provides people in our lives to testify to the light when we can’t see it for 
ourselves.  Then by the grace of God, as we lean on others and on God, we begin 
releasing our controlling grip and embracing the grace and hope that comes from 
walking in the dark.   

We need a community that reflects the True Light and not the false lights 
that surround us daily telling us we need to do a certain thing, to be a certain way, 
or to go in a certain direction. I believe we are that type of community.  There are 
times when each of us can reflect the light of Christ on others and testify to the 
light, and there are also times when we are the blessed recipients of this reflected 
light. For me, this is at the heart of why being part of a faith community is so 
important.  

He came to what was his own and his own people did not accept him. And 
although we know John was referring to the Jewish leaders, we belong in that 
number as well. We, this community of faith, we are his own. As he came to his 
own then, so he does now. We are invited to see him as he is present to us, to 
receive him.  

I appreciate Anne reminding us that John’s language of “in the beginning” is 
meant to make us recall the creation, and to recognize that the Word was intimately 
involved in our creation. We bear the very fingerprints of the Word, the 
fingerprints of Christ. We see his fingerprints most clearly when we love, when we 
suffer alongside someone who is suffering, when we forgive, when we set aside 
our ego for the sake of another, when we empty ourselves, when we participate in 
the healing of another. These, and so many more, are signs of the ways Christ has 
come among us.  

He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. So 
often we do not recognize him, do not see his fingerprints, in ourselves or in 
others. As Anne and I have discussed many times in preparing this sermon, our 
vision can be darkened by many things, we can become disoriented in the dark, 
and we miss the signs of his coming.  
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So here in the latter part of this text, the invitation is to receive him, receive 
the gifts he bears, receive his light, receive his unique vision. In doing so, we 
receive the power to see who we really are, and who we long to be – children of 
God.  

That is Jesus’ unique light – the revelation that we are children of God, that 
we have received grace overflowing, grace upon grace. Thus, even though we have 
not seen God, if we have seen Jesus, we are close to God’s heart, for, John says, 
God the only Son is close to the Father’s heart. 

 Throughout this sermon, Anne and I have been talking about the experience 
of what we see or don’t see in the dark, how we can see or not see the presence of 
the Christ who comes to us in the dark, and the experience of walking in the dark. I 
suspect many of you are here tonight because you, or someone you love, has been 
or is walking in the dark. 

The simple word we wanted to share with you tonight is that God is not 
afraid of the dark. Through the Word made flesh and living among us, through the 
presence of the Son who is close to the Father’s heart, through the divine risk of 
love and suffering lifted on the cross, God has shown us God’s love that will not 
let us go, even, especially, in that place. It was true in the beginning. It is true now. 
May we take comfort and deep peace on this dark night, by that unique and healing 
light. Amen. 

 


