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My daughter returned this week from a few days in Belgrade, capital of Hungary. One thing which
surprised her was that the whole city is still bedecked with Christmas trees, nativity scenes, lights
and tinsel. As in much of eastern Europe, the Christmas season continues until the feast of
Candlemass, on February 2. And so, today, following their example, we will be thinking about
one of the great Christmas themes — light in the darkness.

As we begin our worship in this new year of great uncertainty, let us quieten our hearts as we

read, very, very slowly, this call to worship:

Be still, Be silent, Alone,
empty Before your God.
Say nothing.

Be still, Be silent.

Let your God look on you.
Let God love you.

Hymn

So, as we sing or read this great Christmas hymn, let us remember the one who left the glory and
safety of heaven to be born fragile and vulnerable, taking on our humanity that we might be drawn,

through him, into the kingdom of heaven.

Thou who wast rich beyond all splendour,
All for love's sake becamest poor;
Thrones for a manger didst surrender,
Sapphire-paved courts for stable floor.
Thou who wast rich beyond all splendour,
All for love's sake becomes poor.

Prayer

Thou who art God beyond all praising,
All for love's sake becamest man;
Stooping so low, but sinners raising
Heavenwards by thine eternal plan.
Thou who art God beyond all praising,
All for love's sake becamest man.

Thou who art love beyond all telling,
Saviour and King, we worship thee.
Emmanuel, within us dwelling,

Make us what thou wouldst have us be.
Thou who art love beyond all telling,
Saviour and King, we worship thee

We thank you, O Christ, that you left the glory and splendour of heaven to be born, to grow and to
live among us. We thank you that you are Emmanuel, God with us. With us when life is
straightforward, comfortable and safe. And with us when life is difficult, painful, perplexing or
frightening. You, O Christ, are Emmanuel, God with us through thick and thin, now and always.

Amen.



Confession
Like me, you may not always feel such firm faith, such sure hope, such unshakeable trust.
So, let us bring before God our lack of faith, loss of hope and all that needs forgiveness (silence).

God of mercy, when we focus on our own fears and concerns and lose sight of you
Father, forgive us

When we are slow to give thanks or unable to see your image in others
Father, forgive us

When we fail to share the gifts you have given us or are irresponsible as stewards of your creation
Father, forgive us

When we tolerate injustice, are afraid of getting involved or indifferent to the suffering of others
Father, forgive us

Hear again the words of Jesus: ‘Neither do | condemn you. Go. Sin no more’.

We thank you, O God, for your full and free forgiveness. Give us the grace, in this new year, to be
firm in our resolution to keep our eyes and our hearts, above all things, fixed on you,
through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Reading John 1:1-14

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. ?He was in
the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing
came into being. What has come into being 4in him was life, and the life was the light of alll
people. ® The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7 He came as a witness to testify to the
light, so that all might believe through him. & He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to
the light. ® The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.

0He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know
him. " He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. 2 But to all who
received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, '® who were
born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.

4 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a
father’s only son, full of grace and truth.

This is the Gospel of Christ Praise to Christ our Lord.

Reflection

A prayer of Michael Leunig:

‘Dear God. Let us enter into winter. The sun has turned away from us and the nest of summer lies
broken in a tree. Life slips through our fingers and, as darkness gathers, our hands grow cold. It is
time to go inside. It is time for reflection and resonance. It is time for contemplation. It is time for
meditation. Let us go inside. Amen.’

And that is what winter is, in traditional, pre-industrial revolution societies. A time when not much is
going on in the agricultural cycle. A time when the days are dark and the nights are long. A time



for resting, for sleeping. A time for feasting, for gathering around the fire, for telling stories. And a
time for reflection and contemplation, in the darkness.

We were really sorry to have missed the Carols by Candlelight this Christmas. We were away in
Poland, celebrating a very different sort of Christmas with my son’s partner’s family in a small town
of Pietrkov, a two-hour drive west of Warsaw. In Poland the main celebration is on Christmas Eve
and, for dinner, the main course is roast carp! We actually enjoyed a white Christmas, with snow
and freezing weather. We had a really great time. But | did miss the carols by candlelight!

| have been to a lot of Carol services in my time. Most of them candle-lit. And | have sometimes
thought: ‘Don’t they have electricity in here?’ ‘Wouldn’t it be a lot easier to read the lessons and
the service sheet if they just turned on the strip lighting?’ ‘And wouldn'’t it be a lot less work for the
team who have to scrape all the candle wax off the floor afterwards?’ In fact, why bother with
candles at all when, in many homes these days, you can simply say: ‘Alexa, turn on the lights.’

But, the thing about Christmas is that it is absolutely not about bright sunshine or powerful lighting.
It certainly isn’t about having all the LED lights blazing away. It is about light shining in the
darkness, which is especially important right now, in midwinter, at the darkest and coldest time of
the year. And, it is not just about the light shining in the darkness of winter, but about light shining
in the dark places of the world. In Gaza, in Ukraine, in Sudan, in Iran, in Greenland, in Venezuela,
or in Spain, where so many lives were devastated by the terrible train crash last weekend. Or,
indeed, in many other places where the New Year has brought tragedy, loss, pain and grief. It may
be that, for some of you, or maybe for some of your loved ones, the new year has brought
darkness, rather than light.

John’s gospel, chapter 1, is one of the best known of all Bible passages. We hear it every
Christmas. It begins with the light coming into the darkness. It is almost a re-telling of the story of
creation itself, as it repeats words and phrases from Genesis 1, where, in the beginning, darkness
looms everywhere. And so, the very first thing God creates is.... Light! And now in John chapter
1, the material light of Genesis becomes the radiant light of Jesus Christ, God’s Word becoming
human, made Flesh, shining in the darkness.

‘The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has never........ ’

Never what? That Greek word ‘Katelaben’ has a number of different meanings.

It can mean to ‘understand’ or ‘grasp’. le: The darkness never understood the light; never
comprehended it. Just never got it! And | guess that is often true of us. Certainly of me!
Sometimes | just don’t get it. | wonder, why the light isn’t blazing, instead of dimly flickering? Why
isn’t it bringing to light, the terrible injustices, the ruthless killings, the brutal oppression, the
horrendous abuse of power going on in the world? The light of God is by no means always easy to
grasp.

And Katelaben can also mean to ‘overcome’. The darkness has never overcome the light.” All the
powers of evil - what St Paul calls in Ephesians 6: ‘the cosmic powers darkness and the spiritual
forces of wickedness in heavenly places’ - none of them have ever, nor ever will, overcome the
light of Christ.

And Katelaben can also mean to ‘extinguish’ or ‘put out’. The darkness has never, ever,
extinguished the light. Every effort to put out the light has failed. The light continues to flicker, often
like a dimly burning wick, even in the most unlikely places. Especially in the most unlikely places.
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has never grasped it; never overcome it; and
never put it out. And it never will.



It's a theme running throughout the Bible, too. Moses, a murderer with a stutter, the unlikely hero
who leads the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt to the promised land. David, a mere youth, a
shepherd, untrained for war, who defeats the giant Goliath in single combat. And you see it
especially in the story of Mary, a working-class teenager, from up north, who becomes the unlikely
mother of the light of the world, Jesus, Emmanuel, God with us.

My wife, Annie, and | got married at the end of our 15t year at Birmingham University. Like most
students, we were strapped for cash. So rather than buying presents at Christmas, we made
them ourselves. One year we made candles. Another year it was cardboard lampshades (they
were surprisingly good!). Another year we made chess sets — we bought the moulds and made the
pieces from Black and White chalk powder mixed with epoxy resin. Then, years later, when | was
training for ordination in Cambridge, we were, again, strapped for cash. | decided to take up
pottery as a hobby, something I'd had a brief go at years before. The great thing was that in the
basement of the Students Union Building, behind the Round Church, for those who know
Cambridge, there was a pottery studio. And, for only £14 a year, you could make and take home
as much pottery as you wanted. It was a bargain, even in the 1980’s. So, | made candle holders
as Christmas presents. | made the basic pots and then cut holes, roughly shaped like flames, in
the sides, to let the light out.

Of course, those of you who’ve made things to give away
will know that you are the one who ends up with all the
stuff that doesn’t turn out right. The ones you don'’t feel
able to palm off on friends or family. Hence, this is a
picture of the one we were left with, because it has a big
crack in it (but that is the subject of a different sermon).

But, one dark day, | put it the candle on the white kitchen top and
lit it.

Then | turned off the main light and, in the darkness,

| noticed something quite remarkable.

| noticed the flickering shadow. The shadow was in the form of a
cross. And the amazing thing was, the darker it got, the clearer
the cross became.

You may well have read about Corrie Ten Boom. She and her family were Christians who
sheltered Jews from the Nazis in Holland in World War 2. Eventually they were caught. She and
her sister were sent to Ravensbruck concentration camp, where her sister died. Corrie was the
only family member to survive the war. Afterwards, she became a preacher, telling people about
how the love and grace of Christ reached even the darkest depths. And she often repeated
something her sister had said to her. She said: ‘Tell them: there is no dark pit so deep that God'’s
love is not deeper still.’ Indeed, there is no place so dark that Christ has not been before. Even in
the darkest depths, the shadow of the cross reminds us that Christ has been there. That Christ is
there, still. That Christ is with us, now, even in the deepest, darkest, depths.



At the beginning of this new year, in this, the darkest time of year, and in these dark times, when
the current world order, which we have taken for granted for so long, seems to be teetering on the
brink. In the cold, dark trenches of the Ukrainian troops. In the tents of hungry, homeless people in
Gaza. In the lives of people grieving, and longing for freedom, in Iran. In those whose lives have
been devastated by train crash in Spain. In all who look at Donald Trump or Vladimir Putin and
fear what on earth they will do next. And in whatever darkness you, personally, are facing right
now, remember this. There is no darkness so deep that Christ has not been there before. There is
no darkness so deep where Christ is not present now. There is no darkness so deep where the
light of the cross of Christ does not shine.

The light of Christ continues to shine in the darkness.

And the darkness has never grasped it, never got it, never understood it.

And the darkness has never overcome it.

And the darkness has never put it out, nor ever will.

And it is in that tiny, often flickering, barely visible light, that we see most clearly, the Glory of God
in Christ Jesus.

‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us. And we have seen his glory, the glory as of a
Father’s only son, full of grace, and truth.” Amen.

Intercessions
First let us pray for those areas of the world which seem to be in deep darkness and distress
Let us hold them in our hearts before God (Silence)

In the darkness O Lord, let your light shine

Now let us pray for those known to us who are facing dark or difficult times (Silence)
In the darkness O Lord, let your light shine

Now let us hold our own, personal needs before God (Silence)
In the darkness O Lord, let your light shine

Now let us take time to thank God for all the signs of His light, shining in the darkness (Silence)
In the darkness O Lord, let your light shine

We conclude our prayers saying together:
Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.
Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread and forgive us our sins,
as we forgive those who sin against us.
Save us from the time of trial and deliver us from evil.
For the kingdom, the power and the glory are yours, now and forever. Amen.



Hymn Let us read or sing this well-known modern song, which reflects on the light of Christ,

shining in the world and in our hearts.

Longing for light, we wait in darkness.
Longing for truth, we turn to you.

Make us your own, your holy people,

light for the world to see.

Christ, be our light! Shine in our hearts.
Shine through the darkness.

Christ, be our light! Shine in your church
gathered today.

Longing for peace, our world is troubled.
Longing for hope, many despair.

Your word alone has power to save us.
Make us your living voice.

Christ, be our light......

Blessing
The Lord bless you and keep you.

Longing for food, many are hungry.
Longing for water, many still thirst.
Make us your bread, broken for others,
shared until all are fed.

Christ, be our light......

Longing for shelter, many are homeless.
Longing for warmth, many are cold.
Make us your building, sheltering others,
walls made of living stone.

Christ, be our light......

Many the gifts, many the people,
many the hearts that yearn to belong.
Let us be servants to one another,
making your kingdom come.

Christ, be our light......

The Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you.
The lord look kindly upon you and fill you with light and peace.
And the blessing of God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit,

Be among you and remain with you, now and always. Amen.

So let us go forward in peace, to love and serve the Lord

In the name of Christ. Amen.



