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Arise, shine; for your light has come,  
and the glory of the Lord  
has risen upon you.  

For darkness will cover the earth,  
and thick darkness the peoples.  

But the Lord will arise upon you,  
and God’s glory will appear over you.  

Nations will come to your light,  
and kings to the brightness of your dawn.  

Lift up your eyes and look around.  
They all gather together,  
they come to you.  

Your sons will come from far away,  
and your daughters will be carried on their nurses’ arms.  

Then you will see and be radiant.  
Your heart will thrill and rejoice,  

because the abundance of the sea will be brought to you,  
the wealth of the nations will come to you.  

Isaiah 60:1-5 
 
A few years ago, an atheist was really angry with me.  I 

wrote an article in the local paper about the growing number of 
people with no religious affiliation who consider themselves 
spiritual.  I gently suggested that spirituality without God is 
empty, that what many people who claim to be spiritual 
without going to church actually want is to be spiritual without 
taking responsibility.  I implied that some use their lack of 
faith in the church as an excuse not to share their money with 
the poor or work for social justice.  I argued that true 
spirituality leads people to feed the hungry, listen to the lonely, 
and join with others who are doing the same.   

What I wrote made perfect sense to me, but a self-
described “hard-core atheist” in Colorado sent an e-mail 
letting me know that I am “painfully ignorant.”  He pointed 



out that those who attend church can be just as greedy, cheap, 
and unfeeling as those who do not attend church.  This is not 
news to a minister.  He wrote that he hoped my next sermon 
would better reflect the truth as he had explained it to me. 

One of the many disadvantages of e-mailing ministers is 
that it is easier for us to send a sermon than a thoughtful 
response.  So I sent him a sermon on why it makes sense to 
believe in God—and the debate was on.  My atheist friend 
responded with a lengthy rebuttal he said he would be glad to 
share with my congregation if I invited him to speak and 
reimbursed his expenses—an offer that I did not take.  He and 
I traded opinions on heaven, hell, prayer, faith-healing, easy 
answers, difficult questions, awe, skepticism, curiosity, the 
Old Testament, the New Testament, black holes, quantum 
gravity, fifteen billion years of evolution, Carl Sagan, Jerry 
Falwell, and which one of us had the worse church experience.   
 As you would guess, neither one of us changed the 
other’s mind.  My atheist pen pal wanted verifiable proof—
“no evidence, no belief” is how he put it.  Ultimately, I had to 
admit that what Christians believe is impossible to prove.  We 
believe that once in a while we see a glimmer of light.   

We understand that the world is dark.  We know all about 
the darkness.  Our country is growing more comfortable with 
cruelty—separating children from their parents on the 
border—seeming unconcerned with the deaths of some of 
those children.  Our country is growing more comfortable with 
racism, homophobia, and sexism.  Our country is growing less 
comfortable with compassion, kindness, and mercy. 

The farther away the news the less we pay attention.  The 
United Nations has called the war in Yemen the world’s worst 
humanitarian crisis.  As many as 12 million people are on the 
brink of starvation, killing some 65,000 children.  Most of us 
cannot find Yemen on a map.   



The world is dark with ignorance, anger, and prejudice.  
During 2019, children will starve, terrorists will attack, and 
armies will kill innocent people.  Hard workers will lose their 
jobs, sick people will die, and drunk drivers will murder 
children.  Preschoolers will be molested, women will be 
abused, and senior citizens will be mistreated.  Wealthy people 
will hold tightly to their money.  Lonely people will not find 
the friends they need.  Lost people will not find their way 
home.   
 Some of the darkness in the world becomes the darkness 
we feel inside.  The days after Christmas can be hard.  We 
have gone from too many parties to an empty calendar, from 
time with family to recovering from time with family, from 
eating too much to weighing too much, from taking a break to 
returning to a stack of work, from time away back to a job that 
is often depressing, from feeling pressure to act happy to 
mourning over what we have lost through death, divorce, and 
distance. 
 We try to avoid the dark places and keep ourselves safe.  
You know the feeling of visiting a strange house.  It is one 
a.m. and you want a drink of water, but you do not want to 
turn on the light.  You think you can remember the location of 
each piece of threatening furniture.  You can get to the kitchen 
without incident.  You curl your toes and begin the journey.  
You think you are going to make it, but then you hit your shin 
on an end table.  You hold in the scream and walk the rest of 
the way taking baby steps, afraid you will stumble into 
something else, and afraid your next step will be your last.   

Even when we know the obstacles, if we are crossing a 
dark room at night, chances are good we will bump into 
something.  We are trying to walk in the dark.  We take baby 
steps though the darkness of loss, grief, despair, and a long list 
of fears. 



 If it is not dark this minute, we should be grateful even as 
we recognize it will be dark again.  We are not through 
stubbing our toe or bumping into things.  The day always turns 
into night.   

The dark shadows of the past never go completely away.  
Not all of our dreams will come true.  We will not have a 
perfect job.  Our family will have problems we have not 
imagined.  Someone will leave too soon and we will pray for a 
sunny day.  We will know all about darkness.   
 Isaiah lived in dark times.  An enemy wiped out 
Jerusalem, the temple, and the economy of once proud Judah.  
The tiny remnant of Israel—those who were not killed or 
carried off to Babylon—is being threatened again.   

Palestine was constantly being overrun.  Wars between 
countries to the east and countries to the west were fought in 
Israel.  When the battles were over, Hebrew parents watched 
their children carried away as slaves.   

The days are dark and the people are empty.  They have 
given up on things that matter.  They do not care for the 
broken.  They do not love the outcast.  They do not offer 
comfort to those who are hurting. 

But in the middle of the night, the prophet sees a light. 
Isaiah shouts, “Rise and shine.  Get out of bed.  God’s here.”   

Jerusalem is in ashes, ruin, and despair, but just when it 
seems like the sun will never shine again, dawn is about to 
break:  “Your sons will return from far away.  Your daughters 
will be in their mothers’ arms again.  The sight of the exiles 
coming home will make your face break out in a grin, your 
heart pound, and your eyes light up.”   

The prophet could not prove he had seen a flash of light 
in the middle of a stormy night, but Isaiah believes that one 
day the light will overcome the darkness.  We understand that 
the world is dark, but we live in the light.  We hold to the 
belief that once in a while we see a glimmer of light.  It is not 



much to go on—and nothing we can prove—but when life is 
hard we remember that no matter how dark it gets, there is a 
flickering light that tickles the retina—enough to give us hope.    

A little girl named Madison was afraid of the dark.  She 
would not go to sleep unless the lights in her room were on.  
She argued that you could never tell who would sneak into her 
room at night if it were dark.  She refused to open her closet 
door at night because she thought monsters lived there.  She 
liked snow, but she hated winter because it was dark so much 
of the time.  She did not like to go to the country for vacation 
because there were no streetlights.  She was frightened when 
she went to the movies because the theaters were too dark.   

Her mother said, “Aren’t you too old to be afraid of the 
dark?” but the older she got the more reasons she could think 
of for being afraid of the dark.   

Then on Christmas Eve her mother took her to the 
candlelight service at church.  Near the end of the service, the 
lights were turned down. Madison was afraid.  Then the people 
started passing the light from the Christ candle.  Soon the 
church was filled with light.  Madison had never seen anything 
like it.   

She said, “It’s so pretty.  The light finally comes, doesn’t 
it?  We just have to wait.  We just have to see it when it 
comes.” 
 The light comes, but we have to watch for it.  Looking for 
the light is choosing not to accept darkness as the final word.  
Looking for the light is spending time each day thinking about 
why we are grateful.  Looking for the light is sending thank 
you notes to people who did not give us a Christmas gift.  
Looking for the light is praising people who are not used to 
being praised.  Looking for the light is paying attention to 
those who are easily ignored.  Looking for the light is sitting 
quietly and thinking, breathing in and out, and letting go of 



stress.  Looking for the light is thanking God for the gifts that 
surround us.  The light shines on and through us.   

When he was twelve years old, Robert Louis Stevenson 
was looking from his upstairs window at night watching a city 
worker light the old gas street lanterns.  Stevenson’s nanny 
comes into the room and asks what he is doing:  “I’m watching 
a man punch holes in the darkness.”  God is punching holes in 
the darkness for us and with us. 
 The cemeteries in New England that go back to the 1700s 
point out the hopefulness of the parents.  The headstones of the 
pilgrims have names like Experience Lothrop.  If a woman 
today had the first name Experience she might not be grateful 
to her parents, but in the eighteenth century the name 
Experience suggested the child would have a daily experience 
of God and that those who knew her would have the same 
experience.  The pilgrims gave their children names like Love, 
Prudence, and Thankful.  Those names were walking 
commercials for God.   

Today parents give their children names like Grace, 
Hope, Joy, and Justice and hope their children live up to those 
names.  That is what makes it important that we know the 
name God has given us.  Jesus said, “You are the light of the 
world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but 
will have the light of life.  Let your light shine before others so 
that they will see your good works and thank God.” 

Some of the places we go are shadowy.  Some of the 
people we love have not seen light in a long time.  We are the 
lights in our homes, neighborhoods, schools, workplaces, and 
church.  God’s light illumines everything we do—the way we 
treat our co-workers, talk to our friends, ride the train, spend 
our money, and worship God.   

We are candles that keep others from cursing the 
darkness, flashlights that make emergencies less terrifying, 
searchlights looking for those who have lost their way, 



lighthouses leading sinking ships to shore, and traffic lights 
pointing out when to go and when to stop.  Shining the light is 
a doctor giving sight to the blind, a lawyer protecting someone 
who is innocent, a banker watching out for someone who is 
about to get hurt, a friend setting aside their to-do list to listen, 
and a follower of Christ offering light where there was only 
darkness.   

Joy comes in being what we are meant to be, doing what 
we are meant to do, and shining as we are meant to shine.  The 
child of light whose birthday we just celebrated, who Isaiah 
dreamed was coming, who the shepherds kneeled before, took 
on the darkness so we could see the light, so we could become 
the light.   

We know what darkness is, but by the grace of God 
we live with the light of God’s hope, peace, joy, and 
love.  It is hard to explain and we cannot prove it, but if 
we look carefully we see a flicker of light even in the 
darkest night. 
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