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Finding the Light of Christ at Christmas
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I admire all of you who've managed to brave the snow, and ice and cold to get to Church today. --Unusual weather for Seattle. It reminds me of when I was a kid, growing up in Des Moines, Iowa. We occasionally had a white Christmas. Of course, it was easier to get around in the snow there. They had things like snow tires, snow plows and snow shovels, which seem to be practically unknown here in Seattle.

There were five kids in my family-- my brother and three sisters. And we had our own Christmas traditions each year. I remember setting up the tree, getting the boxes of ornaments out of the basement and seeing which ones had survived another year. Then on Christmas eve, we'd hang up our stockings and leave some cookies and milk out for Santa. On Christmas morning, we'd tear into our gifts and try out the new toys before going to the Christmas morning Mass.

One of the yearly rituals was looking at Christmas lights. On some evening during Christmas vacation, we'd all pile into the family car and drive around looking at the Christmas lights in the different neighborhoods. Some houses were quite amazing. It was kind of an adventure, since you'd go out in the evening, after it was dark. It wouldn't work during the day-- the lights wouldn't be on. You couldn't see them. It had to happen at night, in the dark. You had to go out into the darkness to see the light.

I liked the indoor lights on the Christmas tree too. I think I was nine or so when I got the job of chief light stringer for the family. We had ancient, ancient lights. They looked like they'd been manufactured shortly after the invention of the light bulb. The wires were old and stiff, and a bit frayed here and there, which added to the excitement. They were the old series lights, so if one bulb went out, they all went out. So it was quite a project to get them all on the tree and then plug the whole thing in without blowing a fuse or burning the house down. But you couldn't really appreciate the tree until it was dark. Then you could shut off all the other lights in the room and get the full effect. You had to somehow be in the dark to see the light.

Light and darkness are part of this time of year-- the darkest days, but already growing a bit brighter each day. It's a theme of the liturgical readings in this Christmas season also. We think of Isaiah's words: "The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light. Those who dwelled in the land of gloom-- on them a light has shown" (Isaiah 9: 1).

It was the people who were in the darkness-- those who realized they were in the darkness-- perhaps those who recognized the darkness within themselves-- who knew their own need for light-- on them the light would shine. 

We see it in the gospel story also. There were shepherds in that region, living in the fields and keeping watch over their flocks by night. The shepherds were also in the darkness. In the dark, but not asleep-- wide awake, keeping watch over their flocks-- peering out actively into the darkness. To them, in the dark, the light of the angel appeared.

The light of Christ comes to us also in this season. Do we see his light? Or do we somehow miss it, overlook it, close our eyes to it?

The light is seen by those who are in darkness. If we are to see his light, we first have to admit our own darkness.

What is the darkness that touches our life? Perhaps it's an old anger or resentment that we continue to carry with us year after year. Maybe it’s a selfishness that blinds us to the needs of others. Maybe it's a jealousy that rankles in our heart. Maybe it’s a frustration at our very powerlessness to change that becomes oppressive-- a kind of darkness.

It's in our darkness that we discover our need for God, for God's light. By admitting our darkness, our emptiness, we find our heart ready, eager to receive God's light.

Of course it's not easy to admit our darkness-- our limits, our faults, our needs, our sins. We're tempted to escape the darkness, and there are all sorts of distractions, diversions that allow us to ignore the darkness within us.

We can escape into our work or disappear into our resentments, our anger, our ego- or rush into the glitter and glitz that our society manufactures to distract us.

Today, though, as we celebrate the night of Christ's birth, we might peer into our darkness and perhaps find a ray of hope. For it is on those who dwell in darkness that a light has shown. It is to those in need that Christ comes-- to call "not the righteous, but sinners" (Matthew 9: 13).

It's to the shepherds waiting in the darkness in the fields, that the angel appears. It's to Mary and Joseph, taking refuge in the stable in the darkening evening, that the light of Christ is born.

Christ is born in us as well. We too can see the light if we first recognize our darkness-- our need for the light. 

God reaches out to us in our darkness, loves us in our darkness-- even that darkest part of ourselves. God reaches out with a love that is unconditional, bringing a light that overcomes the darkness. As St. John's gospel says, "the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness cannot overcome it" (John 1: 5).

We can discover that light in this celebration of Christmas. It dwells within us. As the light of God's love became incarnate in Christ, in that child at Bethlehem, so it becomes incarnate in us as well, as we live and act in the light of his love.

Each of us can then carry the light of Christ out into the world-- a world so often touched with darkness. Each of us can be that glimmer of Christ's light, bringing hope, bringing peace, bringing his love to the world.

