LONGING FOR LIGHT

There was a film called “The Bangkok Hilton,” starring Nicole Kidman. She played
the part of a young woman who has grown up on a remote and luxurious estate in
Australia where her family has lived for generations. Her mother, as a young woman,
was once taken to the nearest city to visit the family lawyers but she had become
briefly involved with one of the firm, got pregnant and was whisked back home in
disgrace, never to leave it again. This experience led her to keep her own little
daughter securely within the boundaries of the estate. Nicole Kidman grew up then in
a large and beautiful house, surrounded by acres of lovely gardens. She had
everything she wanted and lived in comfort and total safety. You might almost have
called this place The Garden of Eden: a paradise of innocence and abundance.
Strangely though it did not seem to suit her as well as it might. She developed a
nervous speech impediment and suffered from frequent asthma attacks. She was not
particularly happy. When she was nineteen her mother died and, although there was
plenty of money to keep up the estate, and no reason for her to leave this paradise,
leave it she did for the big wide world.

Well you can imagine what happened when this naive young woman left the safety of
her home: complete disaster. She travelled to England, fell in love with a good
looking young man about whom she knew nothing and flew back with him to
Australia, unknowingly carrying drugs. When the plane stopped in Thailand she was
arrested, he discreetly disappeared and she found herself in the notorious Bangkok
prison, on trial for her life.

The rest of the film deals with the horrors of the prison, the risky plot to get this girl
out and her hasty, rather painful journey into maturity. The question it left in my mind
was this: if that girl were given the choice again, whether or not to leave her safe,
luxurious home for this dangerous outside world, would she choose differently?
Would she wish to remain for ever in that Garden of Eden?

Of course she would..... or would she? You see, despite the mistakes, the trauma and
the suffering, this girl was really living, for the first time. She was discovering her
strengths as well as her weaknesses. She was exploring the world and the human race
and finding, even in prison, a lot that was worthwhile. When she finally escaped she
had lost the stammer, lost the asthma and was strong enough to track down the drug-
trafficking boyfriend and get him arrested.

So no, I am not sure she would have wanted to go back.
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It is a difficult question to ask of ourselves: life can be incredibly painful, dangerous,
and evil but would we really want an existence of complete sweetness and light? A
life in which there were no dangers and no challenges; an existence in which we had
no choice but to do good and to be good? Is that what we want?

Why do so many people reject books and films that show nothing but the lighter side
of life: romances in which the couple never have a quarrel, families whose house is
always spotless and whose children never do anything wrong? Why do they demand
dramas which bring out the darker side of human nature, the more complex side of
life? Jilly Cooper wrote that whereas at one time all children wanted to be the Virgin
Mary in the school nativity play, now apparently the most sought-after part is that of
Herod. Are we bringing up a race of depraved monsters?



Sorry but | have to admit that Mary-as she is depicted in most Nativity Plays, seen
either sweeping the floor, doing her sewing or saying “yes” to whatever is asked of
her, can come across as incredibly wet; whereas Herod, despite his cruelty, is
indisputably a man of vigour and action and there is something attractive about that.
We don’t like bad characters but we do want to see someone with a bit of “get up and
go” about them.

We wonder sometimes, don’t we, why when we, as parents, give our children
everything they need, most of what they want and a great deal of love, that they still
choose to do precisely what we have told them not to do. Is this original sin breaking
out? Or might it be something to do with growing children discovering their own
strengths, breaking out of the boundaries others have set for them, learning to take
risks? When my grandmother had her first child, he got to the crawling stage and, as
we say, was “into everything.” An elderly neighbour, of Victorian vintage looked
down her nose and said, “when my babies were that age | could leave them on the
floor, come back an hour later and they would not have moved.”

Well they must have been pretty stupid babies, muttered my grandmother.

Human beings are programmed to push boundaries, to take risks, to learn “the hard
way” but to grow through this learning process. To remain static is not in our nature.
To be kept enclosed does not help us to grow.

Do you think that Moses would have had the wisdom and stamina to lead his people
across the wilderness if he had simply stepped out of the palace where he had lived
the luxurious life of an Egyptian prince? No, it was the long, harsh years of being a
shepherd in the desert which made him fit to become the great hero of Israel.

Would Mary have been a fitting mother for Jesus if she really had been a meek,
obedient girl, doing her sewing, living a sheltered life? No. When you read her
“Magnificat” you see a woman who was rebellious, who, through the suffering of her
people, had come to think deeply about religion and politics and peace and justice; a
woman who wanted change in her world. It was this woman who brought her son up
to save the world.

Would Shakespeare have written his plays, Beethoven composed his music,
Michelangelo created his art without experiencing pain and need, trauma and
uncertainty, making mistakes themselves and being let down by others? It is as we
experience life in all its fullness- the bad as well as the good, the dark as well as the
light- that we grow and learn and become strong. Do we want or need a life in which
there is nothing but light? No. What we need and want is a life in which we can trust
that darkness will never overcome us; that darkness will never take us over
completely; that darkness will never have the last word about the person we become.
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If you have read C.S.Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, you may remember in the final
story what happens to the Dwarves. As a group they go through some really bad
times. Their country is invaded, they are tricked by a false god, they are made to work
as slaves and their hearts, not surprisingly, become filled with bitterness and
suspicion. They get so that they cannot trust anybody except their own group. The
Dwarves are for the Dwarves- that becomes their motto. Then the true god-Aslan the
lion arrives and sets Narnia free. He brings all his people, including the dwarves, into
a new and more beautiful world. But while all the other people are walking and



running and looking and laughing and enjoying this wonderful place, the Dwarves
remain huddled together, facing inwards, seeing nothing. No matter what people tell
them they remain convinced that they are still trapped in a dark, miserable place. They
won’t be taken in by others’ “fairy tales” about this beautiful new world.

The Dwarves are for the Dwarves.

It is frighteningly easy to get into that situation- to become so hurt and frightened and
bitter as a result of living through dark times, that you can no longer believe in light.
When Isaiah preached to the people who were living in exile, he was speaking to men
and women who had given up believing in the light of God within them or around
them. So far as they were concerned, they had messed up, life had messed up and
dark, evil powers had defeated them. Isaiah, with the spirit of God within him, said
that it was his job to bring hope and healing, courage and strength back to these
people. It was his vocation to restore their self-respect, awaken their faith and teach
them to believe in themselves as people of stature, people of God, rather than as
helpless, useless and worthless.

When St Paul wrote to the church in Corinth, the people there were having problems
with differences of opinion, doubts and divisions. Christians were getting depressed
and discouraged, wondering if their faith was really worthwhile. Some were blaming
themselves, some were blaming Paul, some were blaming everybody else in the
congregation-not much changes does it?- and in short they were wondering whether
religion was really worth all this bother. Paul, like Isaiah, had to restore their faith in
the light of God, the light that had always been more powerful than the darkness; the
divine light which was given to them to shine in their hearts and make them strong.

Today we see a lot of darkness. We confront the darkness in ourselves: the destructive
urges, the guilt when we let these urges have their way, the pain of things long past
that has left an open wound festering in our hearts. We look at the darkness in others
and we see some going right under, giving way to evil and despair. We look at the
darkness around us in the world- the sin, the injustice, the corruption, the sickness, the
terror of death. And we cannot help wondering- is there any hope? Is there any light?
Or are we deluded? Should we give up on our faith?

Maybe we do not ask for a safe, secluded existence but neither do we want to end up
being consumed by darkness.
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Many religions, including Christianity at times, have preached and promised a life in
which everything is light, everything is good, nothing is ever wrong. And for this
reason many people have rejected religion. Either because it appears to be making
promises it cannot keep: “believe in our god and you will never experience pain or sin
again.” Or because it appears to be advocating a life which is escapist and really
rather boring. George Macleod wrote of the turn off of “other worldliness” in religion:
“The man of humour thinks that, should he become converted to Christianity, he will
have to cultivate solemnity; the man of ambition that he will have to achieve an
anaemic vacuum as the hallmark of his character. The man of business fears that he
may have to resign his full-blooded occupation and buy a harmonium, while the
young sum up religion as a series of dreary negatives.... They will have none of it.
What they do not know is that Jesus Christ would have none of it either.”



Jesus said that he was the light of the world. He promised that those who followed
him would never walk in darkness. So what did_he mean by this?

He was not talking about creating a race of stained-glass window saints who do
nothing but look holy and keep out of trouble. Nor was he trying to draw his followers
into a safe place where nothing bad would ever come. He did not promise a life in
which no-one would suffer, no-one would grieve and no-one know the agony of guilt.

What Jesus brought to the world was a dynamic light, a powerful light, a life-giving,
creative light. It was not something static and withdrawn from the darker side of life
but a light which penetrated right into the blind alleys and the dead-ends of human
existence, a light which reached the darkest corners of grief and despair, a light which
showed up the secret dangers in life and in human society. It was a transforming light,
a gift of God, which enabled men and women to turn weakness into strength, tragedy
into triumph, mistakes into stepping-stones. It was a light which was seen to be living
in the human race, leading us, guiding us, inspiring us, holding us back from being
totally defeated by suffering and evil. It was a light which brought men and women
through the mistakes, the dangers, the challenges of life, realising that they have the
strength of God himself within them.

Jesus said ““I am the Light of the world. All who believe in me shall not walk in
darkness. They shall have the light of life.”

Christianity in a nutshell.

Longing for light, we wait in darkness,

Longing for truth, we turn to you.

Make us your own, your holy people,

Light for the world to see.

Christ be our light, shine in our hearts, shine through the darkness
Christ be our light, shine in your church gathered today.

Amen.



