“God in the Darkness”

a sermon by

The Reverend Katherine W. Cooke

First Presbyterian Church
Charlotte, North Carolina

September 20, 2009
Text: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkngs did not overcome it.” (John 1:5)

There are certain passages of scripture which are, loydrg nature, often relegated by the
church to a particular season of the church year. pdgsage from John is one of them. The
opening words of John’s gospel, like the opening words of tsp@s of Matthew, Mark and
Luke, are commonly, if not exclusively read by the churclnduhe seasons of Advent and
Christmas. This makes sense - these are the wordsediffin each gospel which together tell
us the old story - the familiar, comforting, foundatibstary of our faith - the story of how it
was that God came to dwell in our midst in the perdalesus Christ.

During December, as we prepare ourselves for the cétabief this majestic and miraculous
event, we hear these words proclaimed from the pulpitiead them in story form and sing
them as anthems and hymns. In Advent and Christmashvigi@ns practically soak ourselves
in the words of the Gospel writers about the cominthefmessiah. And then, in January, we
tend to pack these words away and turn to other passagés fogxt 11 months.

That is okay, of course, but so is reading these wordsf@agiason, as we do today. At
Christmastime we need to hear the story of the cominigeo$avior as the light into a world in
darkness. These words are pivotal to our Christmasraéifein and our need for them is
practically palpable as the days get shorter and coligron a Sunday in September, that need
is no less real, the words no less meaningful and signtfic

There is something breathtaking, | think, about John’srgiegm of the coming of Christ. “In
the beginning,” he writes, echoing the words of Gendsishe beginning was the Word. And

the Word was with God, and the Word was God. Lest you doubt the divinity of Christ, John lays
it out for you upfront. Jesus was with God from thgitmeing, and is, in fact God. Nothing has
come to be without him. This is important, but so isréet point. What has come into being in
him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shinesin the darkness, and the
darkness did not overcomeit.




This poetic and expressive language, typical to John adidfecent from the other three
gospels, opens our eyes to a different aspect of CHristand ministry. Where Matthew, Luke
and to a lesser extent, Mark, focus on the very huragmbings of Christ’s life on earth, John
launches right into theological discourse, bringingrbéder face to face with the transcendent
reality of the divinity of the Messiah before rooting fast firmly upon the earth.

And then there’s the imagery. What strikes me eveng tiread or hear this passage is this one
line... thelight shinesin the darkness and the darkness did not overcomeit. In all of the

accounts of the miracle of Christ’s birth, the mirysif his life, the misery of his crucifixion and
the glory of his resurrection, few other words packkind of punch of faith that these do.
Throughout scripture, with its grand narratives and tiggodd prose, beautiful poetry and
compelling prophecies, few passages convey the realityra&od and his power, love and
presence like this one.

The image of light and darkness is elemental. Itasfoe all creatures in a way other things are
not. The cycles of light and darkness set our calenddespur routines. And they symbolize so
much for us. We know something about light, and much atelhess, and so in John’s words,
we are offered a new and profound insight into who our i§oahd how our God works.

Light, for us, often symbolizes life, and hope and gynewhile darkness evokes thoughts of
isolation, fear, and death. Though we physically cyuleugh each every 24 hours, we
sometimes tend to forget that our lives cycle througimths well, as we journey through the
joys and the pains of our human existence. We try maay ways to manage and control this,
to force the lights to keep shining, to try to avoid or min@rthe darkness on our own.

We think that if we control the light, we can avee tharkness. If we are strong enough or smart
enough, work hard enough or care enough, if we have enoitighstarely we can keep the light
burning, and keep the darkness at bay. We think that, suneglhidn’t really believe it.

Because no matter how hard we try, we will all, ahegoint, be touched by the darkness.

Perhaps this is why the image of the light shining inddag&ness is such a powerful one for us.
It's an image we need, an image we can relate toikioolr Biblical forebears, like Job and
Hannah, like Rachel and Paul and like the psalmist, hexjaérience the darkness. Psalm 88,
read this morning, confronts the darkness head on andsdtuback down. This is lament in its
purest form, and it is the only lament that does natpate point, offer some word of hope or
praise.

It steps boldly into the darkness and stays therlaystout the tragedy and suffering in a no-
holds-barred kind of way, cataloguing the trouble and medu® sugarcoat it. It cries out into
the darkness, beseeching, demanding that God respond.

But just because it does not proclaim hope doesn’'t megpstiimist doesn’t know or experience
the light. For it is like a match struck in the deepesésses of a cave. The darkness, though
heavy and pervasive, is impotent to stop the tiniest Biglof. Though the psalmist rages and
grieves, still he calls out to God, trusting that somelsomeway, God is there, listening.
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Like the tiniest flame in the darkest cavern, Goea and present even in the most terrible of
situations. If | don't believe this, then why wouldry out to God to hear me? If some part of
me doesn't trust that God is real to me even in my soffethen what on earth would be the
point of addressing God in the first place?

This psalm, this lament without praise, is the ultimegeression of faith. The psalmist doesn’t
have to hear God or experience his presence to knowdhsitlere. He doesn’t have to
understand what is going on or why he is suffering so badlyst knowing is enough, he seems
to be conveying. Just knowing God is there is enough to larg.glt doesn't solve the
problem and it doesn’t stop the pain, but it somehow midlessible to move forward.

This is a lesson | began learning long before | wantedng, before | was really able to. | was
12 years old when my aunt Carol, my mother’s youngégrsidied tragically of a rare strain of
pneumonia. At only 39, Carol, the wife of a Presbytenmmister and mother of three amazing
kids, was one of the most luminous, loving and likableppegou’'d ever hope to meet. She was
the kind of person who lit up a room, who made everyonenarber feel special. She was
vibrant and energetic, funny and kind. And then one day, sbgarse.

My memories from the time of Carol’s iliness and des#hpatchy, but powerful. There are
snapshots of telephone conversations bearing hope anbrthgimg tragedy, and an agonizing
drive down to Miami under an incomprehensibly joyful bllariéa sky. There is the sadness
and grief etched upon the faces of my mom and her brotiyecpusins and my grandparents.
And then there’s my uncle’s voice.

My uncle Tim is the only other Presbyterian ministeour family. At the time of Carol’'s death,
he was serving a large church in Miami and thriving thé&iie is one of the best preachers |
have ever known, and he has one of the best preadbhesVdave ever heard. That voice, with
its resonance and confidence is such a part of my dultiland served as the voice of authority
on matters religious and theological.

We had been in Miami for maybe a day - we were aligyaid at the house as people came and
went - you know, how we do it when someone dies. phae had been ringing off the hook
and Tim had tirelessly answered the calls, accepting tleedlod also, amazingly, ministering to
his congregation, who were themselves in shock and grileisgprofound loss.

They were saying, | can only imagine, the things peoplestimes such as this - offering
condolences and support, and occasionally, trying to maise ¢ that which did not make
sense. At one point, Tim answered the phone and haef&dnversation, at the end of which
he slammed the phone down on its receiver and turnednoand said with great force, “if one
more person tells me this was God’s will, | am gointpse it. God did not cause this - God did
not take Carol away from me and from our kids.”

Though | was only twelve at the time, the message hitehoMy uncle the minister, the grieving
husband and father, the representative of the churdly,rifgected the notion that God had
somehow willed this tragedy. In that one act, thogewerds, Tim disabused me forever of the
image of a vengeful God who chooses people at random tdrtakehis world before their
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time, and reminded me - reminded us all - that God was eanse of our pain, but surely was
with us in it. It is something for which | am eternajiyateful to my uncle.

You see, my family was immersed in the darkness. N@fere had any of us suffered so
profound a loss, and we were rendered mute. No one cquilireX, no one could make it go
away. It was terrible, it was awful, it was unfaidanwas real. It would have been so easy to
try to find a way out of it - to rationalize or deny - dmgg to avoid confronting the darkness.
But no one would do that.

It is one of the great gifts of that time, | belietleat the faithful, grieving adults in my family
refused to ignore the darkness, but also refused to divé tompletely. Instead, they walked
into it with the confidence of a people who knew thatdarkness was not all there was. For
somehow they saw the light in the darkness, underst@bdthd was with us all, even at the
deep dark recesses of grief. It didn’t make it bett@thing did, nothing will. The loss is still
as profound today as it was all those years ago. Butlsmm by refusing to blame it on God,
by refusing to turn away from God, by leaning fully and congyedn faith, my family made it
through that time, everyone bruised but no one broken.

As | reflected recently on that time, and on Carolsmorial service, something interesting came
to me. | hadn’t thought much about it until now, but | rethered, amazingly, the dress | wore
that day. It was the same dress | had worn just abaaingh before, on the Sunday | was
confirmed. Though I thought nothing of it at the time, wheamembered it, it struck me as
significant. The dress, an actual physical, tangibta,itghich was with me on the day |
professed my faith in Jesus Christ and joined the chjusha few weeks later cloaked me on
the hardest day of my life. There is a continuigréntthat says something to me about the life of
faith. It's a small thing, | know, and no doubt it igid thing, but it is no less significant.

At the end of her memorial service, there in a packedtsary where he preached every
Sunday, where he had officiated countless funerals addimgs, baptized many babies, Tim
stood up and pronounced the benediction. Looking back nawgckeetain that he could not
have done that had he not believed what he said. té oot have spoken words of blessing
did he not believe at the core of who he was that) #sei best moments, even at the worst
moment of his life, God was with him.

You see, the spark that burns within each of us compelling fasth in the good times in life is
the same spark that shines through the bad times. The&prdaise and adore when all is going
well is the God we tumble into when all is falling apatte does not change and he does not go
away. There are not two different gods, one who haotlsamdy and treats, and one who deals
death and destruction. There is one God, under whoseegpveare we all live, who is with us,
guiding, supporting and sustaining us through both the good anddhd& ba light is the light is
the light, whether it burns like the noonday sunliokérs like a candle in the wind.

As sure as the sun sets each evening, the darkness cvonegrilives. It takes many forms -
depression, anxiety, divorce, job loss, addiction, infyndisease, crime, tragedy, death. We
are not immune from the darkness, nor were we ever peahto be. Anyone who tells you that
is selling something.
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What we are promised, though is what we stake our faithtloat in Jesus Christ, God’s light
came into the world that we might never face the des&malone. When we are in the pit, in the
trenches, in despair, sometimes barely holding ortjrih¢hread to which we cling, the one that

in the end proves strong as steel is this promise- ttk@ekss is real, but it is not the end and it
does not hold the power.

In Jesus Christ, light came into the world. Thétlighines in the darkness, and the darkness did
not overcome it.

Thanks be to God.
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