Light and Life

John 8:12, John 1:1-14


Here’s a new slant on the old “how to change a lightbulb.” (thanks, Janice Minneci) How many dogs does it take to change a light bulb?  Here are a few opinions.


Golden Retriever:  The sun is out, the day is young and you’re worrying about a stupid light bulb?


Border collie:  Just one.  And then I’ll replace any wiring that’s not up to code.


Lab:  Oh, me! Me!  Pleeeeese let me change the bulb! Can I? Can I?


Rottweiler: Make me.


Old English Sheepdog:  Light bulb? I don’t see a light bulb?


Cat:  Dogs do not change light bulbs. People change light bulbs.  So the question is, how long will it be before I can expect light? (Reader’s Digest, March 2002, 114)


The older I get, the more I realize that I am hungry for light.  I started noticing this in 1988 when Ed and I returned to the lower 48 from our ministry in Alaska.  But it’s a need that seems to continue to grow, not diminish, with time.  I’m not a beach bum.  I don’t like to spend hours baking in the sun, but I crave light.  At this time of year, when the sun migrates south and the days shorten, I grieve a little bit, and long for the time when the pendulum will swing back to the longer days. Six days and counting, if I’m not mistaken.  


There are many wonderful things that light does for us (can you think of some?). 


*Vision


*Security


*the colors of the rainbow



*Positive mood


*Solar heat


*Laser surgery


*Christmas decorations


Light does many wonderful things for us, but it is more than just a helpful tool or a pretty accessory.   Light is essential for life.  Without it we would die, pure and simple.   This becomes clear in the process called photosynthesis.  During photosynthesis, plants take the energy from light and make it into chemical energy.  Then they use this chemical energy to convert carbon dioxide, water and minerals into organic compounds.   In the process, oxygen is released into the atmosphere.  Without photosynthesis, the earth would stop producing food, and we would run out of oxygen.   This life-giving process is going on all around us, but it’s something most of us don’t give a whole lot of thought to.  So, here’s a suggestion:  when you get home, go out and hug a tree, give your house plants a pat on the leaf, and say thank you to the sun.  


And then, think about this:  I am the light of the world, said Jesus.   The one who follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.    Jesus is talking about photosynthesis of the soul.  Just as a conversion takes place when plants absorb sunlight and turn it into food; we also experience a conversion when the light of Christ shines on us.  The energy of Christ’s light transforms our inner being so that we are nourished and made whole.  It sounds almost trite to say that Jesus will meet all our needs, and perhaps sounds too good to be true.  But this is precisely what he is saying. He is the light of the world, and light is the source of everything else.   And it doesn’t stop with us.  This nourishment becomes the building blocks not only for our life, but also for our ministry.   Like oxygen is released by plants, God’s grace is released into the world through the life of Christ’s followers.


Light—Christ’s light—is essential for life.  Essential for ministry.  And there is a second truth about light that I want to talk about.   But first listen to this story.  

 
It was a cold, wintry, snowy day, and the kindergarten teacher was watching as her kids were putting on their boots to go home.  The buses were waiting.  One little guy was really struggling, and he just couldn’t quite get those boots on.  So the teacher reached down to help him.  She pulled and pushed on those boots, but they seemed too small.  Finally, she got the first boot on.  By the time she got the second one on, drops of perspiration had gathered on her forehead.  


The poor teacher almost cried when the little boy pointed out that the boots were on the wrong feet.  She didn’t need this at the end of the day.  She took a close look, and sure enough, the boy was right.  With some heaving and pulling, the boots came off.  And then, no easier than the first time, they went back on.  


Once they were on the right feet, the boy announced, “These are not my boots!”  Now the teacher was angry.  But being the nonviolent sort, she calmed herself, and took off the boots.  Then she asked the boy, “So, where are your boots?”  The buses were still waiting.  


“My boots?” the boy said.  “I don’t have any boots.  My mommy made me wear these boots.  They belong to my brother.” 


Now the teacher felt completely deflated.  She was emotionally wasted.  There was nothing left.  All she wanted to do was go home, put her feet up, have a nice warm drink.  But here was this little boy, fresh-faced, innocent, bootless.  So, she put the boots back on one more time.  It wasn’t getting easier with practice.  She noticed that the boy had on his parka and hat, and boots, but no mittens.  “So, where did you put your mittens?” she asked.


He looked up at her and smiled like an angel.  “They’re in the toes of my boots.”  (Parables, etc., 22.10.3)


Sometimes you just can’t win. Isn’t that a great analogy of life?  Sometimes circumstances just seem stacked against us, don’t they?  Often the darkness seems to be winning.

But hear this:  “The light shines in the darkness,” John says, “and the darkness did not overcome it.”  Light is stronger than darkness.  Always. Have you ever thought about that?  In fact, darkness is simply the absence of light.  If you have a dark room and flip on the light switch, the darkness is banished.  If you pit light against darkness, light will win, every time.  Darkness cannot hold back the light.  Even if that light is just a tiny flashlight, if you shine it into the darkness, the darkness will be pushed back.  The light that is essential for our life, is stronger than darkness.  

The light John speaks of is Jesus.  And he is making reference to the dark forces that tried with all their might to extinguish the light of Christ.  But they couldn’t do it.

I think it’s important to know that John’s Gospel is written from the perspective of the resurrection.  From the moment John puts his quill pen to parchment, he knows how the story will end.  He knows that in spite of great hostility, and in spite of death, Jesus will be victorious.  Jesus, the light of the world, will continue to shine.  Continue to give light and life.


We need this message.  We need this reassurance, this comfort.  Because so often it seems like the darkness is winning.  The boots always end up on the wrong feet

We experience darkness in a wide variety of ways.  We face the darkness in our own soul, battling addiction or habits or inertia or plain old sin.  We face the darkness that comes in the midst of our journey, battling illness and tragic loss, and tough decisions.  We face the darkness that threatens to unravel the world as we know it.   


But the light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not overcome it.  Did you notice the shift in verb tenses in that sentence?  The light shines.  That’s present tense.  It was shining in the past, and it is still shining today.   That’s Jesus.  The darkness did not overcome it.  That’s past tense.  It’s over.  The darkness has been defeated.  It may still try to rear up its ugly head, but it has already lost.  Past tense.  That’s evil and death.


What that means is that, like John, we know the end of the story.  Not just the story about Jesus.  But the story about us as well.  We don’t know every detail of the road ahead.  But we know the end point.  If we belong to Jesus, who is the life of the world, then the end of our story is life.  Life with God.  Forever.   Because we know the end of the story, we know that God is with us in the middle of the story too, shining light, giving life.  


It’s been a tough year for Ed and me, dealing with the discovery of his cancer and the treatments.  And the struggle is not over.   I don’t like walking in the present darkness.  But I read a quote that helps to sum up our hope.  “A year that ends with Christmas can’t be all bad.”  


It is no accident that Christmas is celebrated in the deepest darkest days of the winter.  It is in the deepest darkest days that we most know that we need the light.  So at the time of year when we least experience the light, we celebrate the greatest light.  The light that is stronger than any darkness.  The light that gives us life.
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