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In 1865, an Episcopalian minister in Philadelphia worked himself to near exhaustion. He was on 
the verge of a physical collapse. He was deeply depressed and almost gave up in despair. But, he 
took some time off and went away on a trip. He traveled to a place where he had never been before. 
He saw the lights of a small town, walked its streets, and in those lights, he found hope again. He 
wrote a song about his experience in that small town which has in it these words:

O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie; 
above thy deep and dreamless sleep the silent stars go by. 
Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light; 
the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.1

His name was Phillips Brooks.

Some of you have seen the lights of Bethlehem. Across 2,000 years there has never been a time 
when those lights have gone out. And on these Sundays in our Advent season, I want to share with 
you how the light still shines.

The Bible passage that Bob Wallace read for us was written during a dark and dangerous time 
long before the birth of Christ. During this historic period, the tribes of Israel were split into 
two kingdoms and both the northern and southern kingdoms were threatened by their enemies. 
Both kingdoms were defeated in battle; both kingdoms were taken captive by Assyrians and then 
Babylonians. Samaria in the north and Jerusalem in the south were overrun, the walls torn down, 
and the temples destroyed. In the midst of those years of despairing darkness, the people were 
offered hope. A singer, a preacher, gave them words of hope. Here are the words he gave them:

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, 
on them has light shined.

His name was Isaiah.

The people who heard those words of God from that preacher-prophet needed to hear them. 
Powerful enemies threatened their way of life. Nothing was as it had been a generation ago. But in 
the darkness of despair, words of hope came to them. 

If you are like me, and sometimes get caught up in the world’s madness to the detriment of 
your well-being, it is a good spiritual practice to name the hope within. WE need to name it, to 
tend to it, to nurture it. And it can even lead us out of darkness when we act on that inner hope. 
Darkness and light are easy metaphors for us in the Northern Hemisphere in these surrounding 
the Winter Solstice.

And although we might not fully believe like many of the ancients believed, that good and evil 



are absolutely equated with light and darkness, we still use such phrases as, “It ’s a dark time,” 
“The dark night of the soul,” “The dark side,” “I’m wandering around in the dark,” “There’s a 
light at the end of the tunnel,” and “I’m beginning to see the light.” We use these phrases because 
they aptly describe feelings which are a part of our common human experience. We moderns 
would do well to admit that our world has a good bit of darkness in it, in spite of the light which 
is available. This season of the year can invite a particular kind of darkness. 

Might the season of Advent hold a message of hope for us? Think about this today. Let’s start out 
with this truth: The light of hope still shines on you.

Hear again what Isaiah wrote, “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.” This 
was their hope for a different future. That inner hope folded back on itself providing hope for 
their present.

A little light can go a long way. When my brother, Robert, was in the Army, he went for night 
training. He stood on a little hill there in the darkness. He looked far down into the valley. 
Suddenly, a person out there struck a match. He could see clearly that little light shining far away in 
the darkness. Do you know what that light of hope is? Isaiah called it a “great light.” But it was not 
that great in the beginning. Very few people even noticed it at first.

Isaiah tells us what it is: “For to us a child is born, to us a Son is given.” The light would shine in the 
face of a child. We can have hope in a world where Christmas comes out of a stable, the Son of God 
out of a back-water little village, and twenty centuries of Christianity out of a tomb. 

Jesus is the light that shines in the darkness. He is the light of hope — the source of hope — the 
reason for hope.

Some might miss it, of course. Busy-ness and materialism can nearly blind our souls.

Still, a little light can go a long way. 

There was a little boy whose name was Leslie Hope. At school, the teacher called the roll last name 
first. So, it was Hope, Leslie. The other children started calling him, “Hopeless.” He did not like 
that, because he was not hopeless. Later, he changed his name to Bob.

Whatever we are facing, and whatever darkness surrounds us, it does not need to define us. We 
too can change our name. We can intentionally remember that we are sons and daughters of God, 
Christ-followers, hope-harborers and light-bearers.

Virginia Law wrote of her experience as a missionary in the Congo. She said that at their mission 
station, there were men who served as night sentries. They carried oil lanterns. One night, one of 
them brought her a message. She noticed his lantern and said, “That lamp doesn’t give much light, 
does it?” He replied, “No. It doesn’t. But, it shines as far as I can step.”

As far as you can step, to wherever you need to go, the light of hope within is enough to change 
the darkness.

And there’s more.

The light of hope can be shared by you. Not only can we find our way, we can share this light so that 
others can find their way. Isaiah also wrote how the joy of the nation had increased, how the people 
rejoiced, how the yoke of their burden was broken — for this child shall be called “Wonderful 
Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”



We can share the light of hope, increase joy, and break yokes of despair.

We can be a witness of this light by living the meaning of it, by tending to our inner hope and 
being a person of hope, by reflecting the hope filled light of Christ, by sharing the hospitality of 
it in your daily life, by inviting other people to come into this lighthouse to learn of the light and 
feel the warmth of it. 

In this light, we will all find hope.

Amen.


