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Last Thursday, the New York Times carried an Op-Ed article by Clark Strand entitled “Bring on the Dark”. 

Strand laments the fact that modern humanity has ceased to appreciate the gift that the long nights of this season 

offer: an opportunity to give over our control of the world to the quiet of restorative rest. As he puts it: 

In centuries past, the hours of darkness were a time when no productive work could be done. Which is 
to say, at night the human impulse to remake the world in our own image — so that it served us, so 
that we could almost believe the world and its resources existed for us alone — was suspended. The 
night was the natural corrective to that most persistent of all illusions: that human progress is the 
reason for the world.1 

 

Artificial light and its attendant advances are great inventions and certainly not without their benefits. Still, our 

ability to “light up the night” has all but destroyed the power of natural, and I would say Godly, darkness to 

give us what the majority of us most need: a respite from the pace of modern life, the need always to be 

productive, always entertained. The normal, natural cycle of days and nights that was ordained by God on the 

second day of creation exists for the benefit all creation, including we human beings. We ignore that gift of God 

at our peril. 

 

But as we all know, that there is another kind of darkness in our world, and it is not the benevolent dark of 

which Strand writes. Darkness is frequently a metaphor for the evil, the tragic, the sinful, the random 

misfortune and uncertain aspects of life. This kind of the darkness is part and parcel of our human condition, 

much of it of our own making.  

 

The paradox of these two kinds of darkness shows up prominently in the nativity narrative. It was the unholy 

darkness of oppression by imperial Rome and its local puppet government that brought Joseph and Mary from 

Nazareth in Galilee to Joseph’s ancestral city of Bethlehem. Ordered to make that journey so they could 

participate in a universal “registration” or census, this command could not have come at a worse time: the 

journey would be treacherous under any conditions, but Mary was about to give birth to her first child.  

And while Bethlehem may have been Joseph’s ancestral city, there was no caring relative, no loving cousin or 

aunt there to care for or look after them; no one to call the midwife! The city was crowded, the streets and the 

inn were full; nothing remained for them but to bed down in a local barn. The world must have seemed to the 

couple to be very dark indeed. 

 

And yet, it was in that other darkness, in God’s deep and holy darkness, that the Christmas miracle occurred, 

and by the birth of Jesus, salvation entered the world. It didn’t come through the rich and powerful; it came 

through two people who could just as easily have been forgotten, who were no more than numbers in someone’s 

record book and who had to travel all those miles for the privilege of proving it; Nor was it announced by royal 

herald trumpets or imperial proclamation, but instead by God’s holy messengers, the angel choir; and the news 

didn’t come to the influential in society, but was first given to the lowliest of the low in that society, “certain 

poor shepherds” tending their flocks in a field nearby. Those most likely to be victims of the darkness of human 

sin and arrogance were the ones to bear, and the first to hear, God’s good news of peace and salvation. And it 

all happened in the deep darkness of the night. 

 

We face all kinds of unholy darkness in our own time: I don’t need to name it all for you; in fact, I could never 

name it all. These things haunt and trouble us, each and every day. Our “human impulse to remake the world in 
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our image” as Strand says, has resulted in all kinds of evil. Perhaps that’s why we’ve come to this place in the 

dark of this night, to seek a remedy for that, an alternative way of being. 

 

There is so much beauty about this night: the church decorated, the candles, the melody and lyrics of familiar 

carols, the wonderful story that our scriptures tell, the ritual of worship, the traditions, and yes, even the deep 

darkness of the night outside. They are all reasons that have brought us here this Christmas Eve.  But beneath 

and beyond all that, surely there is something more. There is our longing to hear, and to believe, the hope and 

the promise that God has made for us in the wonderful miracle that we celebrate.  

 

In the midst of the world’s unholy darkness, can we trust those promises? Can we see the hope of the world 

manifest in a tiny, helpless infant? Can we, like the shepherds, hear the angelic voices of divine praise and can 

we echo the good news they proclaim to the suffering world that surrounds and so often engulfs us? Can we, 

who are so dependent on our own created, artificial light, who are so often tempted to think that our own flawed 

human agenda is the sole reason for our existence – are we ready and willing to accept the grace of God freely 

given?  Can we who so often seek to remake the world in our image, be humble enough to make room in our 

hearts, our lives, our world, for the One whom God sent to remind us that we are all created in God’s image?  

Can a people, a world, walking in darkness truly believe that? As we herald the birth of the One born in the holy 

darkness of Bethlehem, I hope and pray that we can. 

 

 

 

Isaiah 9:2-7 

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness--on them 

light has shined. You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy; 

they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when dividing plunder. For the yoke of their 

burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have broken as on the day of Midian. 

For all the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood shall be burned as fuel for the 

fire. For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named 

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, 

and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with 

justice and with righteousness from this time onward and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do 

this. 

 

Luke 2:1-14 

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the 

first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be 

registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called 

Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, 

to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to 

deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a 

manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, 

keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord 

shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for see-- I am 

bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who 

is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in 

a manger." And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 

"Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!" 


