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__________________________

The birth of any child is a time of joyous beginnings.  Even more so, the birth of the Child we celebrate tonight – the Christ Child – how much more so is that the great joy of a new beginning!

So please listen with me as we turn tonight to those two great biblical stories of beginnings.  The first, from the very beginning, Genesis chapter 1:

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.  Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.  And God saw that the light was good.  And God separated the light from the darkness.
Did you notice that that creation story begins with the absence of light?  The earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep.  Formless void.  Tohu wa-bohu, in the Hebrew.  Chaos, confusion, something that is nothing.  
Even the sound of it is dark, forbidding, distorted and muddled.  Tohu wa-bohu.  That’s all there was, Genesis says….the state of things over which the Word of God had not yet been uttered.  It is the world lacking the Word of God.
And the immediate good news of this creation story is that God’s first Word is hurled triumphantly against this darkness, against this tohu wa-bohu:

God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.  And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness.
Before this first spoken Word, there was only God, nothing else.  Only God in His own community – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – love flowing so deep and strong among Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, that it overflowed that relationship and it resulted in the creation of the world!

After that first spoken Word of God – Let there be light! – after it, God will never be alone again, always having before and beside and beneath him at least this one thing – light! – and then earth and sea and animals and human beings!  After this first Word and second and third and fourth Word, God will never be alone again.  And that is what God wills!  That is what God promises!  God wills and promises to bind Himself to his Creation!  To us!  To you and me!
In this first spoken Word – Let there be light! – God decides against the darkness, against the tohu wa-bohu, against chaos.  When light is created, darkness has to retreat….there is no other option!  Light will always be the power which banishes darkness.  However great and mighty darkness sometimes seems in our world, darkness will always be the less powerful which must yield before the more powerful light.

Darkness and chaos is not God’s creation.  That’s what this story tells us.  It certainly doesn’t imply a kind of dualism in the world; this is not battle between equals, no battle between light and darkness, between good and evil, whose outcome is uncertain.  No, here at the very beginning of creation boundaries are set for this darkness and chaos, this tohu wa-bohu.  It is real, it exists….but only as a threat at the edge of the cosmos….and never, never with any possibility of ever being triumphant.

We all know the threat of tohu wabohu, don’t we?  Let’s say it is one of those terrific warm, sunny days that we have here in Colorado in December – although, this December, way too few of them!  Your world is in order, things are going along fine.  Then, the telephone rings.  A voice on the other end says, “I’m sorry, I’ve got some bad news for you.”
How does that feel?  You are in shock.  You place the telephone receiver back in its cradle.  You stagger toward the window, you look out, and now, there’s no more warm, sunny, December day.  What once seemed an ordered, idyllic world is now slowly sinking into darkness, into tohu wa-bohu.  How could creation have seemed so good only five minutes before?  Chaos and darkness in your life, the tohu wa-bohu is only one phone call away.

Think of the terrible darkness which many Jews have experienced down through the centuries – and especially that most terrible darkness suffered by Jewish people in the last century – the Holocaust – the destruction of six million Jews.  And when Elie Wiesel wrote about his own experience as a young boy in the concentration camp, in Auschitz – what did he title his book?  Night.
The darkness not only happens to us, but – if we are totally honest with ourselves – we also admit that the darkness is in us.  The Book of Genesis will later describe it this way:  The inclinations of the human heart is evil from youth.  Joseph Conrad wrote a novel about it, The Heart of Darkness…..set in the Belgian Congo, in the heart of Africa, but it describes the horrific capacity for evil in the heart of a European ivory trader.

That creation story in Genesis chapter 1 was first revealed to Israel when they were in exile in Babylon in the 6th Century B.C.  When they told this story, the tohu wa-bohu was all around them.  This story was told to a people whose world was literally falling apart, splitting open at the seams.
The creation story reminded Israel of Who it was who had set the boundaries around chaos.  It pointed Israel to their God who had separated the light from the darkness.  It reminded Israel of the God who had bound Himself to His creation.

Yes, the story says, the chaos in our lives is real.  It does exist.  But it has been contained; boundaries have been set for it.  It may threaten, but only this far, only for a time.  It is not yet destroyed, but one day it will be finally vanquished.

The prophet Isaiah spoke of that day when the darkness would begin to be destroyed.  Did you hear tonight what the prophet Isaiah promised those people when they were suffering in exile in Babylon?  Did you hear the good news that God had promised?  Listen to it again:

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light;

Those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shined.
And so, some six hundred years after Isaiah spoke to the people in Babylon, God kept his promise.  God spoke another Word….a later Word….the Word made flesh in His Son, Jesus Christ, whose birth we celebrate tonight.  This also happens to be a story of a great and joyous new beginning.  And for that story we turn to John’s Gospel.  This is John’s Christmas story:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.  What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it…..And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.

The birth of the Christ Child, the Light of the world!  Do you realize that that birth came in the dark of the night?  And so we Christians, in celebration of Christmas, put up trees and decorate them with lights.  Nor is it any accident that Christmas falls near the winter solstice, when the days begin to get longer, the darkness retreating before the light of day.  And tonight, on Christmas Eve, we will pass out individual candles and we will light them as we sing, Silent night, holy night.  Christ, you see, can transform the darkness with the light of his presence!
In Sweden – where the cold, dark winters can be very depressing – at this time of year each day has no more than a few hours of daylight – in Sweden the custom has arisen, on December 13, the eldest daughter wakes up very early in the cold dark, and puts on a white robe and a headdress with candles on it, and then this magnificently white-robed candle-lighted daughter goes singing through the house, bringing breakfast to the rest of her family.
All of our Christmas lights are to celebrate the birth of this Christ Child who is the Light of the world!  But this Word-made-flesh also knew of the darkness.  He too ran smack into the tohu wabohu.  
On a dark Thursday evening, after sharing a meal of bread and wine with his disciples, Judas stepped out of the shadows and betrayed His Lord.  It may have seemed as if the darkness had triumphed, but, remember:  ours is the God who separated light from darkness.  Ours is the God to whom the night and the day are both alike.

On that following Friday afternoon, outside Jerusalem, Jesus was hanged on a cross.  As the Gospel of Matthew tells us:

From noon on, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon.  And about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” that is, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

That was the moment when all the cosmic darkness, all the tohu wa-bohu became real in this one man, this one God-man.  At that moment it all fell upon Him; He bore the brunt of it all.  But remember:  this is the One “in whom there is no darkness at all.  The night and the day are both alike.”
And then, three days later, again in the darkness  of an early Sunday morning, came the victory of the Resurrection.

Do you remember now?  God has willed and promised that He will not be alone!  God has bound Himself to His creation.  The darkness, the tohu wa-bohu that threatens us at the edge of the cosmos will one day be overthrown for good.  Remember John’s vision from the Book of Revelation?

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth…

And there will be no more night;

They need no light of lamp or sun,

For the Lord God will be their light,

And they will reign forever and ever.

               Revelation 21:1; 22:5

On this holy night, that is what we celebrate.

In Jesus Christ there is no darkness at all

The night and the day are both alike.

The Lamb is the light of the city of God.

Shine in my heart, Lord Jesus.
