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Finding Joy in the Darkness      Sunday, 12/1/19 

1 How many of you have discovered that at a certain age it gets progressively harder 

to see well, especially in the dark? There’s no mystery to why that happens. Our lenses, 

sitting inside the iris of our eyes, get cloudy with years of accumulated bombardment of 

ultra-violet light. The muscles that change the shape of that lens for focusing get worn out, 

even as the lens of the eye becomes denser and more difficult to reshape. The cells on the 

back of the eyeball begin to lose their ability to chemically respond to the light that falls 

upon them. The retina that is the collection of all those cells develops thin spots, tears, and 

even holes. And as if that weren’t enough, the neural pathways leading from the retina and 

the portions of our brain responsible for turning all those cellular impulses into pictures in 

our minds can begin to get their signals crossed. Something goes terribly wrong with God’s 

original design as we age, and whether you want to call it original sin or biological entropy, 

the result is the same. 

We are visual beings, and so much of the way we interact with the world depends on 

our ability to see contrast- between light and dark, between different colors, even between 

things that are moving or standing still. And the one thing our vision depends on entirely is 

light. Even at night, our eyes have an amazing ability to use whatever light there is to form 

images. What we call the “dark” isn’t usually complete darkness. The stars, the moon, street 

lights, traffic lights, and even the little LED power indicators that dot the interiors of our 

living spaces- there are all sorts of light sources giving us at least a glimpse of what’s out 

there in our world. Have you ever been in a place that’s completely dark, with so little light 

that you literally can’t see your hands when you hold them up in front of your face? I have, 

in a night-vision laboratory at Fort Benning, and I have to tell you it’s not the kind of 

experience I ever want to have without a good pair of night-vision goggles. 

2 Just like we were made to function in this world with light, we were also created to 

live with joy. Since I don’t see most of us living in a state of perpetual joy, I presume that, 

just like our aging vision, something has gone amiss with God’s plan to give us a kind of 

blurry night vision of the soul. Like our vision, it’s not difficult to identify some obvious 

joy-sucking culprits in the world we live in. Which of these are currently blurring the joy in 
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your life? Death, greed, war, meanness, incivility, selfishness, loneliness, hunger, sickness, 

pain, heartache, addiction, depression, anxiety, abuse, anger, debt, feeling marginalized or 

underappreciated, grief, confusion, and nonstop working or no meaningful work to do! You 

could make your own list. And as the light of joy becomes extinguished in our souls, our 

ability to see the people and circumstances of our lives clearly becomes steadily diminished, 

until eventually we’re living in the oppression of complete darkness, unable to even 

recognize and reach out and grasp joy, even if it was sitting right in front of our faces. 

Sisters and brothers, that’s no way to live. What if I told you there’s a different way to 

live? I’m not suggesting a faky, Pollyanna-type of living that puts on a brave face for other 

people while you’re secretly dying inside. That too is an unsustainable descent into darkness. 

And I’m not talking about a name it and claim kind of living, where we simply assume that 

God is going to bail us out of our suffering simply because it’s what we want. That way of 

living leads to inevitable disappointment. There’s another alternative that’s been modelled 

by the ordinary heroes of the Bible and the Church and announced by the Prophets of God. 

That’s the way of walking though the darkness while carrying the light of Christ in our 

hands. We can cling to a special kind of joy that comes through faith in Jesus that doesn’t 

always eliminate the darkness, but it does provide a light that allows us to view more clearly 

and hopefully the path were walking on. 

3 This is an artistic depiction of the Prophet Jeremiah, one of the truly astonishing 

works of art by Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel in Rome. I love this picture and this 

particular prophet because he was so human, prone to pessimism and despair. In fact, his 

laments occur so frequently in the Bible that he’s long been known in the church as the 

“Weeping Prophet.” Faced with the dark task of proclaiming the impending destruction of 

Jerusalem by the invading Babylonian army as God’s judgement of Judah, you can imagine 

the reception he got at speaking engagements! When you look at this picture, can you feel 

the weight he’s carrying on his shoulders. Clearly, he’s not just pondering whether to have 

olives with hummus for lunch. It looks to me like the weight of the world is weighing on his 

very soul.  
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If Jeremiah is not, in fact, a great example of someone living with the light of Christ, 

he might be excused because he lived hundreds of years before Jesus was born. 

Nevertheless, there is, sprinkled through his preaching, a light of hope that issues from 

God’s words. A light of hope that God’s people came to cling to in the years of captivity that 

followed the invasion. Listen now for the words of hope in this passage from Jeremiah, 

beginning with the tenth verse of Chapter 31. {Read Jeremiah 31:10-13, NLT}  

4 Think about how dissonant and hollow those words might have sounded as Jeremiah 

preached, surrounded as they were by vivid descriptions of the destruction and chaos that 

were about to descend. Could they really believe that there would come a day when “The 

young women will dance for joy, and the men—old and young—will join in the 

celebration”? How could they trust that a God who would punish them so severely would 

also “turn their mourning into joy” and “comfort them and exchange their sorrow for 

rejoicing”?  

We begin the season of Advent, the season of preparing to celebrate the birth of Jesus, 

by reflecting on the darkness in our lives and the reason we need the light of Jesus. I want 

you to think again about the particular darkness that you’re walking through these days, We 

begin Advent by admitting, to God, to ourselves, and to one another, that just like the little 

boy from the Max Lucado story, we all stand at times on the darkened stage of our lives and 

awkwardly announce, “It is me and I’m scared.” The good news is that God understands that 

we’re scared in the dark! Why do think Angels always began their speeches by saying, “Do 

not be afraid!” Jesus came to a unique understanding of darkness when he was tempted by 

Satan in the wilderness, when he confronted the hypocrisy of the “religious” people of the 

day, and when faced crucifixion at Golgotha. Yet knowing all this, he still found joy in the 

companionship of his disciples and others he met in his travels toward the cross. Cane we do 

that? Can we walk through darkness and also experience joy? 

5 I hope you’re not surprised that the answer all comes down to Christmas. The joy 

we need, the joy God created us for, and the joy God has promised us is bigger than jothe 

satisfaction we experienced after we stuffed ourselves with turkey on Thanksgiving. It’s 

bigger than even the joy that comes when we hold a newborn baby, as miraculous as that is.  
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The joy we’re looking for will be found in the now empty manger, hoped for and yet 

unseen, promised and yet already given. When the Angel Gabriel announced to the startled 

shepherds the “good news of great joy,” he was pointing beyond the miraculous birth of the 

baby, beyond the darkness on the horizon, past all the accumulated sins and fears and even 

death itself. The light of hope is coming into the world this Christmas, even as the darkness 

continues to settle around us. So go ahead and be honest in saying, “It is me, and I’m 

scared.” But at the same time, believe in the Christmas promise yet to come. We can live in 

the light of Christmas today, even as we walk through the darkness of our world. We can 

choose to light a candle in the darkness and take the next step forward. Surely that’s a better 

choice than laying down and giving up. 

There’s a single candle burning this morning in the sanctuary, in the midst of a 

sparsely adorned sanctuary. The ornament and poinsettias are coming, but first consider that 

lonely candle. The darker this sanctuary becomes, the brighter that candle would appear to 

be. Don’t let the darkness extinguish your hope. The light of the world is coming into the 

world, and in fact has already come, so choose joy. Grab ahold of that light and keep 

walking, because it’s in the journey through the darkness that the joy of Christ burns 

brightest. 
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