Silent Reflections
Tuesday 30 November 2021

Light in our darkness

Introduction
This season of the year sees a number of festivals of light across a number of faiths:
Diwali is celebrated by Hindus, Jains, Sikhs and Newar Buddhists. Although for each faith it marks
different historical events and stories, nonetheless the festival represents the same symbolic victory
of light over darkness, knowledge over ignorance, and good over evil.
For the Jewish people, Hanukkah is the festival where they remember the rededication of the second
Jewish Temple in Jerusalem in the 160s BCE/BC; Hanukkah being the Hebrew and Aramaic word
for 'dedication'. During Hanukkah, on each of the eight nights, a candle is lit in a special menorah
(candelabra) called a 'hanukkiyah'. There is a special ninth candle called the 'shammash' or servant
candle which is used to light the other candles.
For Christians, we have the season of Advent, a time of preparation for the celebration of the birth
of Christ and Advent candles are lit in many churches on an Advent wreath. On the first Sunday of
Advent, one candle is lit for Advent hope, often focussing on the Patriarchs, a second is added the
next week for the Prophets, a third for John the Baptist and a fourth for Mary.
In the Old Testament, the prophet Isaiah spoke of the coming of the Christ as one leading us out of
darkness into light:
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. (Isiah 9:2)
I will lead the blind
by a road they do not know,
by paths they have not known
I will guide them.
I will turn the darkness before them into light,
the rough places into level ground.
These are the things I will do,
and I will not forsake them. (Isaiah 42:16)
In The Fellowship of the Ring, as Frodo is about to set out from Rivendell to return the ring to Mordor,
Tolkien has the Lady Galadriel handing a gift of a phial to him, in which is caught the light of Eärendil’s
star, and of which she says:
It will shine brighter when night is about you. May it be a light to you in dark places, when
all other lights go out.
This has always spoken strongly to me of Christ. The one who guides me in dark places, when all
other lights have gone out.
In John 8:12, we read:
…Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the light of the world.
Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.
Thérèse of Lisieux was very aware of the light of Christ being there for her:
He guides and inspires me every moment of the day. Just when I need it, a new light shines
on my problems.

Not only is Jesus the light of the world, but he enables us to then pass on this light to others saying
to us:
You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hidden. No one after lighting a
lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the
house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good
works and give glory to your Father in heaven. (Matthew 5: 14-16)
In his book, The Minor Adjustment Beauty Salon, Alexander McCall Smith writes:
That is what we should be to one another: light that shines whatever the darkness of loss.
And, Ben Okri in his book, Astonishing the Gods writes:
We do not want to be remembered, or praised. We only want to increase the light, and to
spread illumination.
Katharine Jefferts Schori reiterates those words in her book, The Heartbeat of God:
We must keep listening, all of us, for that call from God
in the middle of the night…Like Bartimaeus, we have to
be willing to shout for those who need healing-and
sometimes it will be us. We have to let go of the old
comfortable security blankets that we’ve depended on
in our blindness…The tombs that each of us are locked
in are just as dark and filled with death and pain. Our
task is to call one another out into light and life. That is
the work of saints, all of us on our journey to God.
Brother Richard wrote on his blog Wednesday, 5 September 2018:
Mother Teresa always said her work (and ours too) is simply to be faithful to God in the
present moment and not to worry about success... success belongs to God and from the
Divine perspective what looks like success to us can be failure to God and vice versa! Just
think of the Crucifixion! To live the Christian life is to live one that ever more surely seems
to be at odds with the way the world thinks and acts... in our topsy turvy witness we are
those who remind the world of what and who are really important... perhaps that is the way
that the darkness of our world and the way it treats the powerless, the poor and the hurting
may be overcome by the light of the Gospel…

Sadly, accusations of abuse have in recent times been levelled at Jean Vanier, and perhaps he is
able to write of vulnerability so profoundly because he knew himself to be broken; I like to think so.
In his book, the broken body, he wrote:
And do not turn aside from your own pain,
your anguish and brokenness,
your loneliness and emptiness,
by pretending you are strong.
Go within yourself.
Go down the ladder of your own being
until you discover –
like a seed
buried in the broken, ploughed earth
of your own vulnerability –
the presence of Jesus,
the light shining in the darkness.
Leonard Cohen in the well quoted chorus of his song Anthem, reminds us that none of us is perfect,
but we can still let the light in.
Ring the bells that still can ring
Forget your perfect offering
There is a crack, a crack in everything
That's how the light gets in
Christopher Chapman follows this theme in his book, Earthed in God:

God seeks to draw out what is deep, true,
individual and creative in each one of us,
sometimes in opposition to how life has
shaped us. It will often take daring to work
against our familiar instincts and stretch out
the shoot that seeks for light.

Steve Earle’s song, God is God, sung by Joan Baez includes the lines:
God, in my little understanding
Don't care what name I call
Whether or not I believe doesn't matter at all
I receive the blessings
That every day on Earth's another chance to get it right
Let this little light of mine shine and rage
Against the night
Just another lesson
Maybe someone's watching and wondering what I got
Maybe this is why I'm here on Earth, and maybe not
But I believe in God and God is God

It is clear though that while Christ wants us to embrace his light and to share it with others, he will
never coerce us, he wants us to come to him of our own free will, and this means that some
people will turn away. In his book, Time Must Have A Stop, Aldous Huxley has a character Eustace,
whose friend at various times encourages him to seek the light of Christ and he does have occasions when
he is clearly aware of the choice he can make, but sadly turns away, even at the last:

But here was the light again, the shining of the silence. None of that, none of that. Firmly and
with decision, he averted his attention.
For a final encouragement, Henri Nouwen has these very practical and hopeful words:

Often we want to be able to see into the future. We say, “How will next year be for me? Where
will I be five or ten years from now?” There are no answers to these questions. Mostly we
have just enough light to see the next step: what we have to do in the coming hour or the
following day. The art of living is to enjoy what we can see and not complain about what
remains in the dark. When we are able to take the next step with the trust that we will have
enough light for the step that follows, we can walk through life with joy and be surprised at
how far we go. Let’s rejoice in the little light we carry and not ask for the great beam that
would take all shadows away.

Invitations:
Ø Take time to ponder on any of the words or phrases in these readings that have make you
stop and take notice, or choose one of the pictures showing movement from darkness to light
as a focus for your prayer. Then talk to God about whatever is on your mind, as you would
to a friend.
Ø The American novelist, Edith Wharton, said:
There are two ways of spreading light; to be the candle or the mirror that reflects it.
Consider what these two different ways mean for you?
Prayer:
Blessed are you, Lord God, creator of day and night:
to you be praise and glory for ever.
As darkness falls you renew your promise
to reveal among us the light of your presence.

