In just a week, it will be the shortest, darkest day of the year.  It is cold.  It is isolating.  It is hard.  And in the midst of this very real and palpable darkness, we have the holiday season bursting in, feeling almost garish against the dark and cold.  Instead of recognizing the dark, it’s as if we’re being asked to pretend it doesn’t exist.  If you run fast enough, you can even outrun the dark.  But we all know that’s not true.  Trying to outrun it or hide from it only leaves us exhausted and alone in the cold.
The first thing we need to do on these short, dark days is to recognize the darkness.  It is there, it exists, and it is frightening.  Instead of allowing the fever pitch of the holidays to overwhelm us, body and spirit, it is time to stop.  It is time to face the darkness and all that it is – our fear, our loneliness, our anxiety, our depression, our pain.  
When we look into the darkness, we can feel overwhelmed by it.  Especially at this time of year, when we miss our loved ones so deeply, the darkness can be so overpowering that we can’t see anything but it.  But that is why we do not go into this darkness alone.  John reminds us that what came into being with the Word made flesh, Jesus Christ, was life, and the life was the light of all people.  But most importantly: the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

Just think of it!  Finally, God breaks into our midst with such a tear that even darkness is ripped to shreds.  Even in the darkest, shortest, coldest, most alone days, there is a light shining that no darkness can swallow.  This light burns in the creation of all things, so that no matter where we go we cannot escape it.  This light came for you, for me, for each of us, and there is no place we can go that the light of Christ will not follow.
We hear about John as well, the man who testified to the light.  “The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.”  We’ll talk more about John tomorrow morning, but the important thing about John is that he brings us the word about Christ, so that our hearts and minds can be prepared for him.  One of the things I love about John is that he reminds us that we need to hear about Jesus.  We need to be reminded of the light.  Someone needs to turn us around from the darkness and point us towards the light.  Once we have faced the darkness, stared it down and named it, we can turn away from it.  But we need someone to help us, to call us out, to testify to the light.

This is why, in this season when so much can feel so dark and alone, we gather together.  The worst thing we can possibly do is ball up in the darkness and isolate ourselves, hide away in the shadows, allow ourselves to freeze over in the cold.  This is why, on this morning, we are together.  Each of us in our own way reflects the light and points someone else in the direction of the warming, illuminating, welcoming light of Christ’s love and encouragement.  We need someone else to point us in the right way.  We need others to remind us that we are not alone, that we are not forgotten, that the light has not been overcome by the darkness and simply never will.
And while we are gathered together, we take our stand against the darkness.  We come forward and light candles.  Each small candle might seem like it sends out so little light, but when we each light one, we start to flood the darkness.  Each tearful memory, each loved one lost, stands as a testament not just to the love that blesses our lives even now or the memories that color our holiday seasons now and always, but as a holy and righteous light.  
Each candle is the light of Christ burning in our hearts and minds, shining against the darkness, filling us up with God’s love and guidance in the midst of our loss and confusion.  We light candles together, and with each flame we see that we are not alone, that love is not forgotten, that there is hope, that there is life.
And so, as this darkness swirls around us, we can have the confidence, the courage, the knowledge, the peace that we need to face it and nonetheless move through our lives.  We each reflect Christ to each other, Christ who was sent to us as a human who loved and lost and felt pain and cried, and in whom we are given the promise that not only will the darkness not overcome us, but that the light will ultimately triumph.  It is that light of Christ that, on the last day, will return us home to our loved ones to live always in Christ’s glorious eternal light.  Thanks be to God.

