Light of the World
Caves have always kind of fascinated me.  Not that I’m a hardcore spelunker or anything, but our family has been to at least a half a dozen of the big developed caves where they take you on a guided tour.  And some of those were amazing – although some were a little too commercial.  But on the other hand, the less developed caves can be kind of scary.  I’m not really claustrophobic, but some of the stories I’ve heard about crawling through chest high water with the top of the cave just inches above your head or swimming under barriers to come up on the other side is a little more excitement than I really want.
The most excitement I’ve had in a cave was in an undeveloped one we discovered one time when our family was out driving around in the back country in the mountains of Colorado.  We noticed that Fulford Cave was marked on the topographic map in National Forest land just off of a jeep road, and so we thought we would drive over to see what it was.  Our boys were still pretty young then, about 7 and 10, and Terry decided she would just wait at the car, while the boys and I checked out the cave.  We had a fairly steep half mile climb up the side of a mountain, and then there it was:  a 30 inch metal culvert sticking out of the ground at about a 45 degree angle with a rope dangling down through the middle of it.  While I stood there looking at it, trying to decide what to do, a few young folks emerged from the culvert and encouraged us to go on down.  So we did.  
I let our oldest, Jesse, go first and then I followed, with Travis behind me.  When we got to the other end of the culvert we had a short drop into a large open space.  We only had one flashlight and since the boys were so young, I didn’t want to go too far.  If you’ve ever been in a cave, then you know how dark it is without any light on.  In fact, it is completely and totally black; you literally cannot see your hand in front of your face.  The only illumination in a cave is the light you bring in.  I always like to turn the light off in a cave just to experience the total blackness that is unique to caves.
We walked for a little ways:  there was a separate room we passed and looked into, and then we got to a small drop off with an underground stream below us.  And that seemed like a good place to turn around.  But we all agreed we would have to come back again sometime when we were better prepared.
Well, it was about three years later before we got back there.  This time the boys were bigger, and we each this cool head gear that a couple of small maglites fit into – headlights, if you will.  Terry decided not to go this time.  She said she wanted to wait by the phone so she could make calls in case we didn’t get back by a certain time.  Of course we knew there was no reason to worry, so the boys and I drove back over to Fulford Cave.
There was really only one path, and we dropped over the stream that we had stopped at the first time and kept walking.  The path took an upward turn and we started climbing up and up.  Sometimes we had to squeeze through openings and around boulders.  After about 45 minutes, we took a break.  I was a little nervous because the boys were still relatively young, and I thought maybe this was enough for only our second time.  We ate some snacks and then decided to turn around and go back.  I was in the lead and we climbed down and down, and - and then suddenly I had the worst feeling in the pit of my stomach: I had reached a dead end in the trail. 
But how could that be?  I was just going back the way we came and there was only one way to go.  I had to tell myself not to panic, and I didn’t want to let on to the boys just how nervous I was, so we turned around and started climbing back up again.  But let me tell you, the feeling of being lost in a cave is not a good one…  
The boys were climbing ahead of me now and all of a sudden Travis said, “Look, Dad – we need to turn here, I recognize this place!”  Sure enough, when we had climbed up, I hadn’t noticed a point at which the trail could go down, but Travis had turned around at that point, and he recognized the spot where the trail teed off.  Soon we were back in the big room with the rope and culvert to freedom.   It felt wonderful to climb back out into the daylight!
Today’s Gospel lesson is one of my favorites.  It’s filled with such mystery and power.  Let me read the first few verses again:  

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the beginning with God. 3All 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 all people.  5The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.
It sounds a little like the first chapter of Genesis.  For instance,
1In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, 2the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep . . . 3Then God said, "Let there be light"; and there was light. 4And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. 

There are parallels between the two passages: the idea that God spoke Creation into existence, and the creation of life and light.  But in John these are redefined, so that the concepts of “the Word,” and “life,” and even “dark and light” take on new, deep, and mysterious meanings.

Of course, for the people of the first century, every evening the darkness was palpable.  Unlike today where escaping the darkness means simply flicking a switch, for these folks dealing with darkness was a daily routine.  Once darkness fell, it was all-encompassing.  Of course, these folks had fires and lamps, but these just made a small dent.  And with the darkness came fearfulness, insecurity, and sometimes the lurking of evil.  Because of the effort required to provide light, this image of light dispelling darkness was very real to them.  Light did, indeed, overcome the darkness.

Actually, the Christmas story begins in darkness.  There was the darkness of Roman oppression, for God's people were a conquered people; they were a beaten and defeated people.  There was the darkness of persecution.  In fact, it was the despised Roman taxation that brought Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem on that fateful night.  There was the darkness of disillusionment.  There was an ever-increasing number who felt that violence, not faith, was the most effective path to liberation.  Yes, on that first Christmas among the Hebrew people, a dark mood was pervasive.  And of course, the darkness of sin and death was ever-present, just as it is today.
John uses the metaphor of dark and light throughout his Gospel.  Later he will say:

And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.  For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed.  But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God."

In other words, here light and dark are synonymous with good and evil.  John’s metaphor speaks very realistically of the way sin works.  Sin and evil are exposed in the light of truth and goodness.  But they fight against it.  No one wants their sins exposed.  
And even in our modern day, we do know about darkness, don’t we?  We may have virtually overcome darkness physically with house lights, and street lights, and car lights, and flashlights, but still, most likely at one time or another, darkness will invade our lives.  No matter how hard we try to shut it out or ignore it, darkness touches the life of every person.  We who dwell in this life can become intimately acquainted with the darkness of sin and the darkness of sorrow.  We, too, can assume we are going smoothly down the path, when all of sudden, there’s a dead end, where there shouldn’t be one: whether it’s the loss of a loved one, the loss of a job, or a secret sin that’s been exposed to the light of day.  Such events can leave us feeling like we’re lost in a dark cave, that we’ve somehow taken a wrong turn.  And when we have those experiences in our lives, we can wonder if we’ll ever find our way out.
The apostle Paul wrote his letter to the Ephesians from a prison cell in Rome.  He had been arrested and imprisoned in Israel.  Folks there wanted to kill him because of his work among the Gentiles.  To escape them, as a Roman citizen, he appealed to the emperor and was taken by boat to Rome (a winter passage, where the boat he was on capsized and he and the crew almost drowned), but then he was placed in jail in Rome.  After all of those negative experiences, one might think Paul would be a little downcast.  But rather than bemoaning his fate, Paul told the Ephesian community that I’m here because of you Gentiles!  And what I really care about more than anything is that you would know the limitless love of Christ, so that you will be filled with all the fullness of God.

Even in a dark Roman jail, in the worst of circumstances, Paul basked in the light of the love of Jesus Christ.  And rather than worrying about his own plight, he wanted more than anything to know that his converts were also experiencing the light of Jesus’ love.  I think that sometimes we may have trouble fully understanding this gift of love that came down to us on that first Christmas.  We might take it for granted, not truly embracing and daily immersing ourselves in it.  Or we can feel like we’re not good enough to receive it.  We know the things we’ve done that surely prevent God from loving us.  In fact, when we feel guilty, we’re reluctant to pray, because we know we’re undeserving of God’s love.  But think about it.  The One who told us to “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you,” is not going behave by another standard himself.  The One who created us has nothing but love for us.  Jesus tells a parable about a Pharisee and a tax collector, both of whom prayed to God.  The Pharisee thanked God that he was such a good person, but the tax collector simply asked for forgiveness.  Of course, it wasn’t the prideful religious person, but the sinful tax collector who was justified, because he confessed and humbled himself.  And God is always waiting and willing to forgive us.
The fact is there is nothing we can do to prevent our God from loving us.  But what we can do is not accept that love.  Like the Pharisee, we can be prideful, or we can tell ourselves we are unworthy, undeserving of God’s love.  God’s love is always available to us, but we can refuse to accept it, and thereby condemn ourselves to our own self-created hell.
It’s interesting that nowhere in Scripture do we receive a pep talk or an argument that things aren't really as bad as they seem.  Instead, the Scriptures affirm that the darkness is real, and that it is ever present.  But, it also affirms that the darkness can be defeated.  We’ve been given a light that penetrates the deepest recesses of the blackest places of our lives. We heard the words of the prophet Isaiah that: “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness—on them light has shined.”  John's Gospel tells us, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”  And later Jesus, himself, exclaims: 

“I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.”

And that’s why we rejoice on this Christmas morning!  On that first Christmas morning, God shone the true light of his love into this world in the form of his son, our Lord Jesus.  There’s a line in the carol, O Little Town of Bethlehem, “Yet, in thy dark street shineth the everlasting light.”  And that eternal light remains with us today.  Just as we know with certainty that the sun is shining brightly behind dark and overcast skies, we can also know, like Paul, that the love and light of our Lord Jesus Christ is present in the darkest of circumstances, penetrating any gloom.
When John the Baptist was born, his father, Zechariah, immediately prophesied about both John and Jesus, and within that prophesy he said these words:
By the tender mercy of our God, 


the dawn from on high will break upon us,
to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 


and to guide our feet into the way of peace.

This morning we celebrate that light.  We don’t have to grope our way in the dark.  No matter how lost in blackness we at times may feel, still the light of our Lord Jesus conquers the dark.  God has not abandoned us to our sinful and sorrowful world.  We have been given a great light - the true light.  Our Lord Jesus Christ has entered into our world to illumine our path and guide us out of the blackness of sin and sorrow.  Let us fully embrace and accept that gift.  May Paul’s prayer to the Ephesians be ours: 

16I ask him to strengthen you by his Spirit—not a brute strength but a glorious inner strength— 17that Christ will live in you as you open the door and invite him in. And I ask him that with both feet planted firmly on love, 18you’ll be able to take in with all Christians the extravagant dimensions of Christ’s love. Reach out and experience the breadth! Test its length! Plumb the depths! Rise to the heights! 19Live full lives, full in the fullness of God. 20God can do anything, you know—far more than you could ever imagine or guess or request in your wildest dreams! He does it not by pushing us around but by working within us, his Spirit deeply and gently within us. 21Glory to God in the church! Glory to God in the Messiah, in Jesus! Glory down all the generations! Glory through all millennia! Oh, yes! (Message translation)
All praise to our God for the gift of his Son, and all praise to our Lord Jesus Christ on this wondrous Christmas morn!  Alleluia! Amen. 
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