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When | was a little boy — maybe 6 or 7 years-old, | remember being afraid of the dark. | remember lying
in my bed, wide awake, convinced | could hear noises of footsteps or breathing, | imagined all sorts of
unpleasant things creeping outside my door. It was bad enough that my parents sometimes had to come and
reassure me.

| remember one of those times | was frustrated with the fear and misery of the whole business so | said
to my dad as he tucked me in, “Dad, will there be nighttime in heaven?” What little | knew about heaven
suggested that there would be no more tears there and right now darkness was a source of tears for me so for
me no tears meant no darkness. My dad said, “I hope there will still be night in heaven. | love the nighttime! |
think nighttime can be beautiful!”

| thought about that after he tucked me in. Night can be beautiful. Stars and quiet and chirping crickets
and full moons and late-night campfires — these were all things that | liked, even as a 7-year-old. At least for
that night, my father’s words helped me sleep.

But while nighttime can be cozy and star gazing is fun, when Genesis 1 speaks of darkness, and when
most of scripture speaks of darkness, it’s not talking about the cozy kind of dark. It’s talking about HSK
(choshek), that’s the Hebrew word. It’s talking about a deep, cold lonely darkness. It’s talking about
something fearful.

What is choshek like? Years ago, my family visited Mammoth Cave National Park in Kentucky. With a
big group of people, we went with a tour guide deep underground. The guide led us through narrow passages
and large caverns, we saw stalagmites and stalactites, we had a really good time. In the middle of the tour, we
were led into a large cavern, deep underground. The guide asked us to sit down, and she talked to us about
darkness. “You folks think you know what darkness is from being out at night but let me show you real
darkness!” She turned out the light, and it was completely dark. You could wave your hand in front of your
face wildly and you could see nothing. It was, in the words of Exodus 10, a darkness so deep it could be felt.
They left us in the dark for only about 15 seconds. But 15 seconds in the pitch dark deep under the earth was
long enough to see how awful this darkness was. It made you want to reach out for the hand of the person
next to you. 15 seconds was enough for you to get to the point of saying, “OK, you can turn the light on now.”

That’s choshek kind of darkness. When the Bible speaks of darkness as a fearful thing, that’s the kind of
darkness it’s talking about. When the psalmist of Psalm 88 feels completely lost and he says, “Darkness is my
only friend,” that’s the kind of darkness he’s talking about. When Job loses everything and he sits on the ash
heap and cries out, “let the day of my birth be darkness!” that’s the kind of darkness we’re talking about
nothing cozy, only fear and loneliness and despair.

It is this fearful empty darkness that covers the face of the deep in Genesis 1, and it is into this fearful
empty darkness that God says, “Let there be light!!!” The darkness was deep and cold and complete, and God
said, “Turn the light on!” The very first scriptural words God speaks, the very first action of God is to cast aside
choshek and make room for life and hope and goodness.

He’s been speaking those words ever since. “Let there be light” has become a kind of theme for him.
The Bible is a story of how people find themselves in choshek - sometimes because they are victims, often
because of their own foolishness - but people find themselves in choshek and, one way or another, God says,
“let there be light.” The people of Israel are slaves in Egypt and God says, “let there be light!” He leads them
out with a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire at night. Paul is in prison in Philippi, it’s the middle of the
night and he’s in the central cell, and God says, “let there be light!” and an earthquake breaks down the walls



and sets him free. The world is shrouded in darkness waiting for its Lord. God says, “let there be light!” and a
young woman gives birth and lays her baby in a manger.

Or think of Easter morning: Jesus is dead. His body has been wrapped up in a sheet, he has been placed
in a cave, and a stone has been rolled over the opening of that cave. The darkness in that cave is deep, so deep
it can be felt. And in the middle of the night God says let there be light and as the sun rose in the east a
blinding light lit up Jesus’ tomb and the whole world was recreated.

In the cold dark places of the world, God has never stopped saying “let there be light.” Someday he will
say it over the cold darkness of your grave too.

Lift Up Your Eyes and Look About You
Isaiah 60:1-6

It’s ironic that the season of Epiphany, this season where we talk so much about light should occur
during this time of year, the darkest time of year. It’s the gray season in Michigan. The days are gray and
overcast, we walk around under a sky the color of wet cement. The world is gray — all the bright colors of
summer are reduced to muted tones like someone turned the tint button on the TV all the way to the left.

It’s so gray that some of us suffer some degree of Seasonal Affective Disorder —s.a.d. - SAD. I’'m sure
most of you have heard of it. For certain people, a lack of sunlight makes their spirit gray as well as their
complexion. Because there is less sunlight in the Northern hemisphere during the winter, some people show
signs of depression. Sunlight apparently gives the body some essential ingredients to mental health and for
some people, too much sunlight deprivation can make them depressed. Many people even sit under special
lights every evening to try to restore some of the lost sunlight, to try to restore their health.

And yet it’s exactly in this gray season that we pasty people hear all this talk about light! It’s precisely
during this gray and pasty season that we are called to be a light, to arise and shine, to stand up and be
radiant!!! This passage from Isaiah 60 is a famous epiphany passage. You hear it read every year at this time.
And the main note of the whole chapter is the promise of God to keep the light on for us. The main note of the
whole passage is what we heard about in the first meditation: No matter how deep the darkness is, God will
never stop saying, “Let there be light!”

But in addition to the promises there is an imperative here. There is a call for us to do something. In
fact, the very first thing you here is a call for us to do something: “OK everybody, arise and shine!!! Let your
little light shine for the glory of the Lord is upon you!!!” The passage has this wonderful image of the leaders
of the earth streaming to God bringing their treasures, drawn by the light, but it’s our light they’re drawn to,
“nations will come to your light” says the prophet addressing us. We are the ones who are supposed to shine.

And it is hard to shine when everything is gray. It’s hard to shine when not only is the weather gloomy,
but so is the news. It’s hard to shine when there are big dark clouds of circumstance covering our skies. How
can a person be bright in such a season? Well, just like with SAD, when the darkness is heavy, you’ve got to
self-consciously keep yourself in the light. People with seasonal affective disorder sit in front of lights during
the dark seasons; in dark seasons it is essential that they maintain contact with the light, that they stay
connected to the places where the light shines.

It's the same for us. In seasons of darkness, we need light therapy: times of quiet prayer — even if all
you can muster is Lord have mercy, times of devotion and study, times of worship, showing up in here
regularly even when you have to drag yourself. These are not surprising words to hear from a pulpit. | know
that a minister telling you about the importance of regular prayer and worship is about as exciting as your
mother telling you to eat your vegetables so you can grow up big and strong. But you know what...your
mother was right. To be people who can arise and shine in the darkness takes disciplined attention to the
light. There is no other way.



Let Your Light Shine Before Others
Matthew 5:13-16

In the first of these meditations, we talked about the choshek darkness, that deep, overwhelming
darkness, the darkness into which God said, “Let there be light.” What we need to understand is: When you
are in that kind of darkness, it's not just being in a dark place, it also leads to a certain way of living in the
world.

| think you understand how that goes. When we feel trapped by our circumstances, when we feel
overwhelmed, when we feel as though the darkness is all around us, most of us will pull in our resources and
put up walls. When the darkness fills up our horizon, we lock the doors and set up our defenses. Or to put it
the way Jesus puts it in our passage, we take our light and we put it under a bowl. It's an understandable
response. Because the darkness is scary. When it’s really dark, it feels like your light is going to be snuffed out
so you bring it inside to keep it out of the weather

You see a version of this in contemporary culture. In 2017, Jean Twenge published her book /Gen. That
book documented trends among young people in the United States. Twenge went through a lot of data on
youth behavior, and it painted an interesting picture of the current mindset.

One of her observations is that modern American youth are more cautious than their predecessors.
Her chapter on the subject is called More Safety and Less Community. Risk-taking behaviors of all kinds are
down amongst young people. Young people today are slower to get their driver’s license; they are more
reluctant to leave home. Modern young people date less. They are less sexually active. They get married later.
They are far less likely to have children. Across a whole range of behaviors, they show that they are risk
averse.

Sometimes that's okay. As an individual statistic, | think it's a good thing that premarital sex rates are
down. But as a societal trend | think a rise in anxiety and worry and fear is a very bad thing. It shows that
young people are living out of the darkness. It shows that young people are letting the darkness run their lives.
It suggests that they are letting their agenda be defined by the problems and the troubles.

It’s not surprising. Today's generation has been raised by the most risk averse parents of all time — the
parents of my generation have been described as helicopter parents raising a generation of bubble wrapped
kids. What’s the body language of that kind of parenting? The body language of all that is that the world is a
very dangerous place, that the darkness is everywhere, that you need to walk around the world with your
guard up. Again, caution is not all bad. But caution goes wrong when you start living out of the darkness.

Jesus points in a different direction. He says take the bowl off the light and let it shine. Put it up on a
hill. There's risk involved to that. If you let your light shine before others, some of those others may ridicule
you or persecute you. Jesus has just mentioned that possibility. He says blessed are you if that happens. You
are living my life! You are living in the light! Jesus says, “Go out there and let your light shine before others.”
Because the light is stronger than the darkness. The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not
overcome it.

Christians are people who anticipate trouble and analyze evil, but we don’t live out of it. We keep our
eye on the evil one and his ways, we study the evils of the world, but we don’t do it because we are afraid, we
don’t do it so that we can flee, we do it so that we can walk right up to evil and shine the light of Christ in its
eyes.

You don’t have to do something fancy to shine his light. One little candle can brighten a whole room.
All it takes is a word of encouragement. A text. An email. A card. A casserole. An arm around the shoulder. A
lunch date. A phone call. A listening ear. A prayer. As we head into 2026, there are plenty of troubles. There is
real darkness out there. But the light of Christ is stronger than the darkness. Much stronger. Your little candle
can punch a hole in the darkness that's bigger than you think. So, as you measure out your year let the hope of
Christ live in you and let your light shine. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



