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All through January, at Benedictus, we’ve been reflecting on the question ‘What Kind
of Light Is This?’ At Christmas, so the church proclaims, God is born in human form.
In the person of Jesus, God’s meaning is fully incarnate in a human life. Again and
again, in the text of Scripture this presence of God is imaged by the metaphor of
light. ‘The light shines in the darkness’, so the gospel of John proclaims, ‘and the
darkness did not overcome it’. ‘l am the light of the world’, Jesus himself said.
‘Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life’ (John
8.12).

What kind of light is this? It’s a light by which we see, ‘the true light, which
enlightens everyone’, as John puts it. It’s a guiding light. Like the star that led the
magi to the manger, it makes the darkness navigable and less frightening, brings
comfort and warmth. But as Christine Gilbert said at the beginning of our January
series, whereas these resonances and associations speak powerfully in the wintry
context of Christmas in the northern hemisphere, in Australia the metaphor of Christ
coming as light can seem more ambivalent.

At the height of our summer, the blazing light of the sun is more likely to kill
than to aid us; it can feel overwhelming, blinding, relentless, and we find ourselves
seeking out the shade, the relative cool of dark and night, the welcome appearance
of clouds on the horizon. Of course, as we warble our Christmas carols and Epiphany
hymns, we know how to bracket out these harsher more discomforting
connotations; we practise a kind of metaphorical translation. Not that kind of light ...
a kindly light. We know what we ‘mean’.

And yet, I've begun to wonder. What might happen if, instead of theologically
discounting the discomforting, even fearful elements of some of our experiences of

light, we took them seriously? What if these impacts are also expressive of the kind



of light that, in Christ, has come into the world? That, at least, is the question I'm
prompted to explore.

‘This is the message we have heard from Christ and proclaim to you, that God
is light and in God there is no darkness at all’ (1 John 5). These words from the first
letter of John express a profound conviction about the nature of God. For John,
‘darkness’ is a metaphor for evil, for violence, untruth. Yet what has become visible
in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus is the unambiguous and unalterable
goodness of God. In some visions of divinity, gods are capricious; they play
favourites, at one moment giving gifts and the next withdrawing them, cursing,
smiting and requiring placating by violent sacrifice. But in the New Testament vision,
the one true God is definitively decoupled from this nightmare of divine
inconsistency, manipulation, and violence.

How do we know this? Because, in Jesus, God comes to us humbly, forgivingly,
lovingly with and for us. God comes to liberate the oppressed, to bind the wounds of
the broken-hearted, to restore the alienated and seek out the lonely and lost; God in
Christ suffered violence at human hands rather than meting it out as punishment. Its
the wake of his encounter with this divine reality that the evangelist can proclaim:
‘God is light in whom there is no darkness at all’. The Letter of James expresses the
same fundamental insight: ‘Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and
comes down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of
turning’ (James 1.17). The trustworthiness of this light, this unfailing love, is the very
ground of our faith.

And yet, this is not to say that God is some cosy domestic pet, nor that God’s
goodness consists in leaving us undisturbed. In C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, when
confronted by the prospect of meeting Aslan the lion, who is a picture of God, a

worried Susan asks, ‘Is he — quite safe?’” Mr. Beaver, aghast, explains, ‘Who said



anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good’. Later, another character
remarks: ‘He's wild, you know. Not a tame lion”.!

In the Scriptural imagination, there’s fierceness in the ‘living God’. The fire of
God’s presence doesn’t just warm and comfort; it purifies and consumes all that is
untrue and unreal in those who come close, burning our unproductive chaff, says
John the Baptist, ‘with unquenchable fire’ (Matthew 3.12). The gospels make clear
there is a kind of unsparingness in the light Jesus’s presence sheds on human affairs.
It exposes the self-deceived satisfaction of those who think they’re beyond reproach;
it uncovers self-indulgence and complacency, and calls forth those who seek safety in
the hidden life of anonymity and non-commitment.

The light of Christ can, then, like the light of the Australian summer, be hard
to bear over time. Prolonged exposure to it can feel threatening, even annihilating.
When the prophet Isaiah was faced with the glory of God in a vision, he cried; ‘Woe
is me! I am lost, for | am a man of unclean lips and | live among a people of unclean
lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!’ (Isaiah 6.5). Echoing this
same appalled sense of over-exposure, Simon Peter cried out to Jesus, ‘Go away
from me Lord, for | am a sinful man’ (Luke 5.8). And in the event of Transfiguration,
as we heard in our reading tonight, the light that blazes from Jesus’s garments is for
the disciples a dazzling that seems to confuse more than orient. As with the light that
flashed from heaven on Saul as he travelled to Damascus, breathing threats and
murder, so this light blinds before it enlightens, and causes them to fall to the ground
overcome by fear.

God is light in whom there is no darkness, no violence, no manipulation, at all.
And yet this is a light from which we naturally, in some sense, shrink. It hurts our
eyes; it prickles our skin; it shows up our triviality, inconsequence and cruelty, and

makes us want to hide. Little wonder, as the writer of John’s gospel put it, that
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though ‘the light has come into the world ... people loved darkness rather than light
because their deeds were evil’ (John 3.19).

So is this unsparing and burning light of Christ, this discomforting presence of
God with us, really for our good? How is it different from what poet W.B. Yeats
called, ‘a gaze blank and pitiless as the sun’?* How is it different from the unrelenting
glare of the all-seeing tyrant and his surveillance technologies, or from the menacing
light of fires burning with unnatural intensity because of climate change?

Well, what makes it for our good, | believe, is that even though the light of
Christ can be painful to undergo and costly to let suffuse our being, it is offered for
our healing, our illumination, our fullest freedom. Unlike the blank and pitiless gaze
of those who seek only to exploit our vulnerabilities, the light of Christ shines upon
us ‘for mercy’s sake’.®> And although it can dazzle, blind, overwhelm and expose us;
ultimately this light transfigures us. It makes of us children of light (Ephesians 5.8),
radiant as Jesus was with the grace and truth of God. And in our lived experience,
this helps us to see habits of being that make us less transparent to love, less true to
reality. Habits like self-justification, defensiveness and blame, aggression and
possessiveness. Being transfigured by the light of Christ leads us to an ever fuller
sense of the interconnectedness of all, and of our part in the whole. It sparks courage
to speak and act for justice.

In a world where so much happens in the shadows — corrupt dealing, the dark
web, the deceptions and self-deceptions that destroy relationship with ourselves,
with each other and the earth, this is the kind of light our world is dying to know. It’s
not always comfortable. And yet, we offer ourselves to be its bearers, praying that
the light of God’s countenance will shine ever more brightly upon us to transfigure

us, ‘for mercy’s sake’.
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