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Isaiah 9:2-7


2The people who walked in darkness 
   have seen a great light;  those who lived 
in a land of deep darkness—   
on them light has shined.  
3You have multiplied the nation,
   you have increased its joy;
they rejoice before you
   as with joy at the harvest,
   as people exult when dividing plunder. 
4For the yoke of their burden,
   and the bar across their shoulders,
   the rod of their oppressor,
   you have broken as on the day of Midian. 
5For all the boots of the tramping warriors
   and all the garments rolled in blood
   shall be burned as fuel for the fire. 
6For a child has been born for us,
   a son given to us;
authority rests upon his shoulders;
   and he is named
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God,
   Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 
7His authority shall grow continually,
   and there shall be endless peace
for the throne of David and his kingdom.
   He will establish and uphold it
with justice and with righteousness
   from this time onwards and for evermore.
The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this. 

“How is your soul?”  I have a colleague who would greet friends with that question.  Not, “how are you, how is the house, how is your family?”, but with “how is your soul?”  It is a question designed to dig deep, past the expected automatic responses and truly find out how someone was on the inside.  It is a question for us to ponder on this night - -in the semi-dark and quiet.  A question we may not have been able to take time to ask ourselves recently is one we have space to consider tonight. 

Advent is a season of anticipation and preparation for what we often think should be one of the happiest and brightest days of the year - -Christmas.  And yet, sometimes it can be hard to be cheery in the midst of what this year has brought.  Perhaps in this Advent season you notice more the empty place at the table --  those who are missing.  Maybe they are gone because of death, deployment, or for other reasons.  Maybe it is the love of your life, a parent, friend or child.  Are you reeling from the dissolution of a marriage or the loss of a job?  Was the news from the doctor not what you wanted to hear?  


How is your soul tonight?  Are you someone who is in the darkness, looking to see a glimpse of light?  Are you emerging from the shadows, or are you in a place where you are confident of the light, but wanting a time to pause and reflect in this busy season?


We come tonight to God, to this space, to each other, to know that this too is a season of our lives.  We come to support each other, and to be supported.  We come to pray.  This is a time where we can say to God that while it seems the whole world is ablaze with joy, we are not able to participate how we want.  Or that while we are in the glow of lights and surrounded by the sounds of season, we feel something else this year, something we might describe as darkness.

Darkness.  It is a great word to use to think about the low times in our lives.  We tend to think about darkness as sin and evil, or sadness.  And it is in these times I find myself especially grateful for the promises of God we see in today’s scriptures.  We hear the familiar words in John that the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness shall not overcome it.  We, in our darkness, shall not be overcome.  The prophet Isaiah assures us that the people who walk in the darkness have seen a great light.

That phrase – the people who walk in the darkness have seen a great light – is one to listen to, to really hear.  Because it is not “the people who walk in darkness will see” but “have seen” a great light.  The people who walk in darkness were not alone in the darkness, they were not forgotten or abandoned, nor are you.  As they walked, they saw the light - -they heard the news that one day they would proclaim the birth of a child for them, a light in the sky would lead them to where they would find their salvation.

I remember my friend Jeff every time I preach this passage.  It is Jeff who told me about darkness, in an e-mail, from the middle of the Iraqi desert where he was serving as a military chaplain.  We were thinking about these very passages, and he was talking about the darkness surrounding him and those he ministered to – those facing a kind of darkness that I cannot even fathom as they fought in a war far from home.  Jeff is the one who taught me the definition of darkness – the absence of light.  Jeff’s theory is that in this day and age we are never in true darkness - -as soon as there is the smallest amount of light, by definition, the state of being can no longer be called dark.  We began to wonder if it is possible to be totally and completely in the dark.  With light pollution, electronics that glow when we leave the room, and all of those things that plug in and glow, is it ever truly dark?   Is there anyplace we can go that the light cannot reach us?  If we are outside and it seems totally dark, usually there are reflections or stars that break through.   If we do reach a place where physical darkness is possible - -say the bottom of the ocean or the innermost depths of a cave, we can take light with us.  There are dive lights, flashlights, emergency lights, just to name a few.  When our lives feel as though we are shrouded in darkness, we can take comfort in knowing that we are never truly separated from the light that is Christ.
We lit the candles on the Advent wreath earlier.  And as each flame grew, the darkness lessened and the room grew a little bit brighter.  We lit the candle of hope to remember that we have hope in the light that Christ brings to the world – and the world became lighter.  We lit the candle of peace in anticipation of the day when the peace of Christ will truly reign, and as a reminder to ourselves that in Christ, we find peace.  And the world became lighter.  We lit the candle of love as we remembered those we love who are gone, and we gave thanks that Christ overcomes death.  And the world became lighter.  And finally we lit the candle of joy – we find our joy in Christ, we find our joy in the birth of the baby in the manger.  And the world became lighter.

How is your soul this Advent season?  If you feel that you are still shrouded in darkness, if things seem dim, know that you are not alone.  You bring the light of Christ with you, and in those days when it may seem hard to see the light, there are those who will remind you of it.  John was sent not to be the light, but to testify to the light – to remind those who did not know or who had forgotten.  We testify to each other about the light – we remind each other that this season is about remembering the light breaking into our world and overcoming the darkness for each of us.  
2The people who walked in darkness
   have seen a great light;
those who lived in a land of deep darkness—
   on them light has shined.

On them the light has shined.  Tonight we are the people upon whom the light has shined.  We sit surrounded by the light of the flames remembering the brightest light of all – the light of Christ that is for each of us.  No matter your darkness, you have the light of Christ with you.  You have the knowledge that all the noise and fervor and celebration and preparation was not only for the birth of a baby in a manger, but for the coming of God to be with us.  The Word became flesh and dwelled among us.  God came to be with us, to continue to shine the light into our dark times and remind us that the light will always, always, always overcome.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
