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 “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.” 

Merry Christmas!  Merry Christmas, everyone.  It is a dark and cold night out 

there, in so many ways.  Another Christmas in the shadows like countless generations 

before us.  And here we are.  Gathered like our ancestors have gathered in all sorts of 

times.  Some of us are here virtually, progress, but you are here in the way that 

matters, in spirit.  And though storms may threaten or full on blow the man down, it 

is good here.  Right here, right now, gathered together, the Light of the World before 

us. 

What is it about candle light?  It can take a plain old cake and make it a 

birthday blow out; it can turn take-out Chinese into a romantic interlude; candles light 

our vigils, making manifest our grief; candles can make the darkest days of the year 

glow with the hope of tomorrow.   

It is so fragile, candle light.  Fleeting.  The faintest movement of air sends it 

flickering.  You can pinch it out without a wince.  A two-year old can (sometimes) 

blow theirs out, and with a slight tail wind so can a 97-year old.  So fragile, and yet a 

lot of bees owe their continued existence to our appetite for the soft warm glow their 

wax brings to our darkness. 

It was a dark night for Mary and Joseph.  They were travelling, though her time 

was near, and there was no place for them to stay.  Like those shepherds, living in the 

fields with the sheep, the winds carried them where they would.  The Galilean night 

wasn’t as cold as it is here, but I think the coldest I have ever felt was a December in 

California’s Mohave Desert.  Two thousand years ago, heck, 200 years ago, light in the 
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darkness was a precious commodity.  Poor people, like shepherds and carpenters of 

Joseph’s kind, couldn’t afford candles or oil for lamps.  The darkness was profound, 

and yet... 

When it comes to Jesus Christ, it is always “... and yet...”  Everything about His 

birth and life and death and resurrection brings with it a big and yet.  Mary was a virgin, 

and yet...  Joseph, by all rights and by conventional wisdom should have left Mary (he 

planned to according to St. Matthew), and yet... This child was born in such dismal 

conditions... I read a story last week about a woman who gave birth while their car on 

auto pilot drove them to the hospital.  That’s pretty rough, but Mary and Joseph had 

it so much worse, and yet...  Jesus grew into a man, and yet was fully God, and yet, 

His people rejected Him – He was handed over to the empire – He was humiliated, 

tortured, hung on a cross until he was dead, a shameful end to a short life and yet the 

salvation of the world came to pass. 

The life of Jesus Christ is like one of these candles, like the one you are going 

to hold in your hand as we sing “Silent Night” on this most holy of nights.  So 

fleeting.  So fragile.  A puff of air, like so much hot air from a Roman bureaucrat 

could extinguish it from the Earth, and yet a tiny spark can rekindle it, has rekindled it 

countless times, in every corner of the Earth for every conceivable reason.  And even 

a tiny, flickering candle can light the fuse, can start the blaze a-burning and set the 

world on fire.   

“The dove descending breaks the air 

With flame of incandescent terror 

Of which the tongues declare 

The one discharge from sin and error. 

The only hope, or else despair 

Lies in the choice of pyre or pyre- 

To be redeemed from fire by fire.” 
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 Eliot knew, the world on fire. 

The light of Christ can, though, be like a single candle on a cold winter’s night; 

a single candle in a birthday cupcake by yourself; your little candle tonight as we sing 

“Silent Night.”  I went to a cold weather survival school when I was in the Marines.  

It was February in the High Sierra south west of Reno.  We basically dug a cave in the 

snow and sat in it for a week, not eating.  (One Lance Corporal caught a chickadee, 

but that didn‘t really count as eating).  Each of us, though, had a candle, maybe 5 

hours worth of light.  And I remember spending so much time making a place for it 

on the wall of my cave, keeping ice melt from dripping on it, blocking the draft so it 

didn’t flicker too much, making sure I could see it from the sleeping shelf.  I didn’t 

keep it on for very long at any one time, but it warmed that ice lined snow cave 

immeasurably, not in degrees centigrade, but in my heart.   

St. Teresa of Avila, the 16th century Spanish Carmelite, was one of the great 

mystics and doctors of the church.  She had a vision, once.  She was walking down a 

flight of steps at her convent in Avila when she saw this beautiful young boy.  He 

asked her, “Who are you?”  She answered, “I am Teresa of Jesus.”  He replied, “I am 

Jesus of Teresa.”  That is how close Jesus is to you, right now, like a candle, burning 

sometimes dimly, sometimes brightly in whatever dark night of the soul encroaches.   

The light of Christ flickered into the world on a night something like this 2000 

years ago.  Like this in that winter was coming.  We don’t know the date of Christ’s 

birth, we associate it with winter because the church superimposed the Feast of the 

Nativity of Our Lord on to preexisting pagan festivals of light on the winter solstice, 

but some sort of winter, a season of spiritual darkness and cold souls was descending.  

Things weren’t very good in the world, certainly not for Mary and Joseph, for any of 

the regular people, for shepherds abiding in the fields, evil forces were at play, 

darkness covered the land, and yet... “lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and 

the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the 
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angel said unto them, ‘Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, 

which shall be to all people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of David a 

Savior, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the 

babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.’” 

A peasant child born on the floor of a barn, and yet “...he is named Wonderful 

Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”  A candle in the wind, 

and yet a candle, whose light endures, that isn’t hidden under a bushel, that shines in 

the darkness and the darkness does not over come it.  What is it about candle light?  

Look around.  Look around at how lucky we are to be alive right now.  It is cold 

outside, and dark, and we don’t know what is going to happen with Omicron, or the 

our political situation or economy, or the climate, and yet it is beautiful right now.  It 

is peaceful right here.  It is Christmas eve and you are amongst people who love you, 

whom you love.  And Jesus Christ, the light of the world is here. 

And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host 

praising God, and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will 

toward men.’” 

Merry Christmas, everyone.  AMEN 

 


