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It’s dark out there. 

 

Of course, I don’t need to tell you that. We’re just off the “longest night” of the year, the winter 

solstice, and if the last three days have offered us progressively more daylight – well, surely we 

can be forgiven for not noticing. This church is all alight this night; we’ve lit candles and turned 

on all the lights; outside we’ve turned on the spotlights and put our luminaries in welcome; and 

we’ve done our best to provide what we hope is a beautiful, meaningful, and sacred experience 

for those who gather here this night. We do similar things at home to guard against the dark: turn 

on the tree lights, the porch lights, we burn votive candles and maybe start a fire in the fireplace, 

seeking to achieve that cozy, warm, and safe atmosphere that we crave, especially this time of 

year; all because it’s dark out there. 

 

Astronomical dark is one kind of darkness. But we all know that darkness descends on the world 

in other, unnatural, and far more terrible ways. Darkness shrouds a small town in Connecticut, it 

covers neighborhoods in the south and west sides of Chicago, and casts its gloom over war zones 

in Syria and Afghanistan and the Congo; for these places, and others, the darkness of violence 

and its consequences is all around.  

 

People everywhere are walking in darkness.  

 

Darkness haunts those in want, the physically and mentally ill, the bereaved; as well as the 

persecuted, the bullied, the oppressed. The economy still wreaks havoc with life and the poor 

still suffer most for that. We seem to have lost our ability to treat one another with kindness and 

respect, at least in the public sphere. For these and a multitude of other reasons, in the lives of so 

many people, night looms large. It is so very, very dark out there. 

 

Not that darkness is anything new. The people of Israel whom Isaiah describes had suffered 

much: their country had been annexed and their people exiled by the Assyrians; they feared 

assimilation, the loss of their identity and of the unbroken royal line that went back centuries all 

the way to King David. The prophet Isaiah writes of the birth of a child, under whose coming 

reign the foreign rule under which they had sorrowed and suffered would end; a royal birth that 

would herald the coming of a new light. 

 

The Hebrew people of first-century Judea, who lived under an oppressive Roman government, 

also walked in darkness. Mostly poor to begin with, they were subject to heavy civil and 

religious taxes and Herod, their “king”, far from being a descendant of royal David, was in fact a 

puppet of imperial Caesar. With their homeland subject to foreign rule, they now suffered the 

indignity of being summoned for a universal census, each to their own hometowns. It is into this 

situation that a simple carpenter from Nazareth and his espoused wife, about to deliver her first 

baby, arrive in his ancestral town of Bethlehem, the city of David; a city now stretched beyond 



its limits with throngs of people. Someone, perhaps a relative whose house was full to 

overflowing, offered the couple the only accommodations that remained – a stable.  

 

This is the set-up for tonight; it is our story. We know that in the midst of that imperial mandate 

and the darkness of that crowded, uncomfortable night a miracle happened. In the most 

insignificant of towns, in the most unlikely of places, to the most inconsequential of people, God 

sent his Light into this dark world. The Word became flesh; Divine Love took on human form.  

 

We Christians need to be very careful how we observe this holiday. There’s nothing wrong with 

our treasured family customs, with celebrating the holiday with those we love, with buying 

presents for one another. Some of the more secular customs of Christmas really are fun and 

meaningful and we need that. But what we have to remember is that Christmas is not a diversion 

from the world’s turmoil and sadness; it does not occur in spite of whatever terrible events might 

be happening all around us; nor is it a temporary, festive “fix” that distract us, however 

temporarily, from our boring routines or from our problems, be they serious or trivial.  

 

The Incarnation occurred precisely because the world is such a troubled, messy, dark place. It 

occurred precisely because God’s great love for us prohibits any kind of divine detachment; 

God’s love does not allow him to be manipulative, or fickle, or capricious. It’s only natural to 

question when tragedies occur: “Why did this happen?” “Where is God in all this?” Just please 

do not, under any circumstances, believe in a god who sets up tragedy to teach us a lesson, or 

whose will it is that we should suffer. The love God has for the humanity created in God’s very 

image made it impossible for God not to join us in our struggles. Ultimately, God simply could 

do no less; God could do no more. And so a baby was born, born into those almost impossibly 

humble circumstances, and God, as our blessing says, joined heaven to earth and earth to heaven.  

What kind of self-respecting God would stoop to that? What kind of Divine Being would bother 

to become that vulnerable?  

 

Our God, that’s who: the loving, merciful God who became human in Jesus Christ. The God who 

feels the pain of the parents and family members and residents in Newtown, Connecticut; who 

shares in the sorrow of those who have endured the unspeakable atrocities of war; who weeps 

alongside those who watch their young people gunned down on the streets of the city; and who is 

with each and every one of us in whatever particular darkness might envelop us and there is a lot 

of that darkness this season. This is the God who sheds the light of love into the darkest places 

that we human beings can imagine or manufacture, and who walks alongside us as we navigate 

that often terrible terrain. 

 

“From out of darkness we have light, which makes the angels sing this night.” So goes the carol. 

 

Yes, it’s dark out there. But we truly have seen God’s great light – and that is the TRUE meaning 

of Christmas.  May we all allow the light of Christ to illuminate and scatter the darkness. Then 

we, too, will sing the song of the angels; not only this night, but evermore. 

 

Merry Christmas! 

 

  


