 A Light in the Darkness:  JOY in the Midst of Despair

Odder Still – Yet Awesome
Advent 3:  December 11, 2011
I don’t know who got to Grace UMC in Riverside earliest this last Monday morning.  But when they arrived they discovered destruction.  Someone broke into the church sometime last Sunday night.  They broke about 14 windows, entered the sanctuary and trashed it, including emptying the fire extinguisher throughout the sanctuary and chancel, damaging the piano and the organ.  They entered Sunday School classrooms and trashed those too, using another fire extinguisher, trashing the rooms and literally ripping doors off cabinets.  

When faced with that kind of vandalism, that kind of destruction, I imagine there’s a moment of despair.  How could someone do that?  To a church?  At Christmas time?   And we see within our own United Methodist family, that the barbed wire of vandalism, destruction and evil affects us all.  

But I know their pastor, Rev. Niponi Finau.  And if he had any despair, it was momentary.  Because when he told me about it, one of his first responses was gratefulness that they had already had their choir Christmas program when the piano and organ will still in working order.  And he knows that the anger or pain of those that damaged their church will never be stronger than the light of Christ in that congregation.  He estimates they will be back in the sanctuary in several weeks (weeks, can you imagine) and using the classrooms in about two months.  That’s a lot of damage. They will be worshipping in the social hall and have to make many adjustments but Rev. Finau will lead his congregation into Christmas joy and they will celebrate the light that shines in the darkness.

That’s what the light does. Scripture affirms over and over that the light of Christ shines love and peace, joy and hope, salvation and redemption, wholeness and healing into the hurting places of our hearts and into the broken places of our world.

Maybe the image of light as a metaphor for Christ doesn’t capture our hearts the way it might have in the time of the bible.  Today we enter a room and flick a switch.  And there is light.  We have captured the power to flip a switch so easily that we might almost forget our yearning for the light.

Perhaps we have to reverse our pattern from those in the time of the Bible.   We have so much light around us that in Advent we must first re-discover the mystery and the power and sometimes the fear of darkness.  For Advent is the time we set aside to sit a moment in the darkness.  And then to walk ever so slowly, week by week, to Bethlehem. 

Patricia Farris, pastor of First UMC in Santa Monica just published an adult Advent study called Shine:  Light for All People and in it she shares the story what she calls an act of God.  She wrote this:
A few years ago, when the whole of Eastern Canada and the United States was plunged into darkness during a massive power outage, Jay Reynolds, the Director of the Walter R. Sheely Planetarium, near Cleveland, Ohio described what that dark night came to mean to him and for his neighbors.  Before sunset, so that all of his neighbors could see what he was doing, Dr. Reynolds set up his telescope in his front yard, inviting everyone to come over and see the marvels of the sky once it got dark.  That night, the deep, deep black of the sky, free of all artificial light, revealed the galaxies in plain view.  The whole sky was alive.  The planet Mars was brilliant and the Perseid meteor shower as well.  Dr.  Reynolds said: “It was a great night to see the stars the way they were meant to be seen.”

This perceptive astronomer loved the night sky so very much.  He saw great opportunity when the total absence of electricity revealed a pitch-black sky.  He knew that the “treasure of darkness” would be revealed amidst what Galileo called the “starry messengers.”  What could have been a long night of fear became, instead, a serendipitous, joyful celebration, a time for fellowship, for learning and for joy.

Joy came out of darkness.  Too often we think joy is that exuberant feeling that comes from light.  And sometimes it does.  But sometimes joy, the kind of joy the Bible talks about, comes out of darkness.

Joy is that deep place inside us, where we trust and believe in God’s power and goodness and light, even when we may be experiencing a time of darkness or gloom.  Joy is living into the promises of God even when they are not yet fulfilled.  Joy is that deep place of trusting God, or maybe even that place of yearning to trust God enough to say that there will yet be light in our times of darkness.  

Joy is found sometimes when we are yet in the darkness but we turn toward the light and take even those tentative steps towards Bethlehem and the manger.

Imagine Mary, that young girl, who when told she was to bear a child, must have wondered what kind of craziness is this?   What kind of odd trick is being played on me?  It says that upon hearing the news from the angel that the Lord was with her, Mary was “greatly troubled and considered in her mind what sort of greeting that might be.”  

And the angel as he delivered the news that she was to have a child introduced the idea with the words:  “Fear not.”  For even the angel knew that God’s plan, when seen from the eyes of humanity, would be difficult, could be a time of darkness.  Even Joseph, in Matthew’s account, upon hearing the news thought first to divorce her quietly.  

Under normal circumstances, Mary’s impending baby since she is betrothed but not yet married, would be a time of crisis, a time of darkness.  But the angel brings her the explanation that this is God’s plan for her.  And Mary trusts God and so now with Elizabeth, she sings her song of joy that we call the Magnificat, her soul magnifying and rejoicing in God the Savior.

I think it powerful that her song of joy is sung when she has come to be with Elizabeth.  It reminds me how important and how powerful it is to have family and friends who support us in times of difficulty.  For her song of joy only comes when she and Elizabeth have shared together.  One of the most important lessons we might learn from this Advent season is the importance of someone walking beside us in the darkness.

When we first were working with our Advent candles we had thought to have only one candle present in the First week of Advent, two present in the second and so on.  But we discovered that it just didn’t look right.  The single candle that first week surrounded by the barbed wire was too alone, too isolated, too solitary to be the symbol for the church.  So we placed all the candles together, knowing that each week more would be lit.  But no candle was ever alone in the darkness. 

For we may have moments when we are in the darkness, but the power of the church says you are never there alone.  There are those who will come and stand beside you in the darkness.  And together, you might even find the strength to sing your Alleluias, your Magnificat to God.  

We Christians are Odder Still Yet Awesome for we choose to stand beside those who walk in darkness.  We choose to live into Isaiah’s call we heard this morning for justice to:

Bring good tidings to the afflicted

To bind up the brokenhearted

To proclaim liberty to the captives

Opening the prison to those who are bound

To proclaim the year of the Lord. 

We are odd that way.    For we are called to go into the darkness and bring God’s light, to invite others to follow the light, to celebrate the light.    Have you done that this Advent season?  Have you found a way to proclaim and to share the light?

Joyce Hollyday  wrote these words in her book Clothed With the Sun: 

 A church worker named Yvonne from Indiana in a Salvadoran refugee camp in Honduras told me the story of a refugee woman who once asked her why she always looked so sad and burdened.  Yvonne talked about the grief she felt over all the suffering she was witnessing and her commitment to give all of herself to the struggle of the refugees.  The Salvadoran refugee woman gently confronted her:  “Only people who expect to go back to North America in a year work the way you do.  You cannot be serious about our struggle unless you play and celebrate and do those things that make it possible to give a lifetime to it.”

And Joyce continued:  Every time the refugees were displaced and had to build a new camp, they immediately formed three committees:  a construction committee, 
an education committee, and the comite de alegria – the “committee of joy.”  Celebration was as basic to the life of the refugees as digging latrines and teaching their children to read.       (Joyce Hollyday in Clothed With the Sun: 1994, p. 225)

Perhaps the refugee woman teaches us most about our Advent candles.  She shares that even when living in the darkness, there is Christ’s light.  Even in darkness, God supplies enough light to experience celebration and form a “committee of joy.”

Joy is not the same perhaps as happiness, when everything feels just right.  No, joy, is deeper.  It’s the place of light and celebration even when everything by the world’s standards isn’t right.  Because joy is the place where God dwells and he invites us to join him in that place – in the manger of Bethlehem – and see the baby who brings the light. 
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