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In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  The earth 
was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the 

deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. 
 

And 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.  (Genesis 1: 1-4, Revised Standard Version) 
 

If you have ever attended the Winter Solstice service celebrated by this 
congregation, you will have an image in your heart.  On the darkest night of 

the year, 150 or more of us gather in this sanctuary, dimly illuminated by a 

few lights, just enough that we won’t fall all over each other when we 
process into the sacred space.  In the shadowy hush, we chant; we reflect 

on the dark of the year and our own shadows and darknesses; we fall silent, 
then gradually, in a one-by-one stream, we each go to the large center sand 

table and kindle the flame of a candle, starting in the center.  The light 
gradually swells outward, illumining our communally-linked hearts.  Each 

year, we are awed by how much comforting, inspiring, hope-giving light we 
create, as each brave candle lights our so-human faces. 

There is something fundamental to us about light.  Dark, too—and we 
ignore its richness of pain and creativity at our peril.  Today, though,  we are 

about what light means to us, how we find our own, how we honor it in 
ourselves and in others. 

The ancient Jews were not the only ones whose mythos lifts up the 
light of God , the primeval light that vanquishes ultimate darkness. 

Modern astronomers don’t spend much official time talking about God, 

but light is foundational to their cosmology, too.  Los Angeles Times science 
writer K. C. Cole speaks of scientific study of “the cosmos’s primordial song: 

a low hum, deep in its throat, that preceded both atoms and stars.”  (15)  
(Like the syllable “Om,” she suggests.)    She says that it is 

 
…the sound the newborn universe made when it was still wet behind 

the ears, a mere 300,000 years after its birth in a big bang.  Nothing 
existed but pure light, sprinkled with a smattering of sub-atomic 

particles… Like banging on the head of a drum, the compression of the 
“liquid light” as it fell into gravity wells set up the “sound waves” that 

cosmologist Charles Lineweaver has called “the oldest music in the 
universe.”  (15-16) 
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I don’t pretend to understand what I just read—it is poetry to me, as much 

as Genesis.  At the same time, I get the sciento-poetic truth that light is the 
foundation of our universe, thought to be 13+ billion years old.  Our 

scientific cosmology echoes the ancient tale of creation brought into being by 
light. 

Speaking of “Om,” the Hindus, too, understand light as a building 
block, in this case an integral part of fundamental matter, or mula prakrti.    

The mula prakrti is made up of three guna:  tamas, mass or inertia, 
associated with the body; rajas, vibrancy and dynamism, associated with the 

mind; and sattva, luminosity and the quality of light, associated with the 
soul.  (Iyengar, 44-45, 207)  A well-ordered life and practice balances all 

three, as long as we are on this earth—it is absolutely necessary that we 
maintain as much of this balance as we humanly can.  At the same time, 

even as we “take nature seriously as we belong to it and live in it…the 
spiritual Soul is supreme, the abiding reality.”  (Iyengar, 207) 

And that’s where we here in this room this morning come in.  We 

understand the power of body and mind, also of darkness, and we often 
attend to these with great care.  We also, in the words of the song, “hold to 

the light within ourselves.”  In as many mindful moments of our life as we 
can muster, we honor soul.  Whenever we can, we breathe into our center, 

and contact the light of soul, the flame of our best selves, the open, 
compassionate, forgiving, honoring depth of ourselves.  Let’s do it for a 

moment, closing our eyes, breathing deeply and evenly, focusing on our own 
soul light within. 

Can we find it?  If we can, and only if we can, will we be able to 
practice the truth behind the Namaste  gesture, bowing to others, palms of 

hands pressed together.  The song says, “Namaste, namaste; the light 
divine within me beholds and honors that same light in you, namaste.; shine 

from every face with loving grace; holy flame within us burn and light our 
way.  Namaste.” 

A primary reason we look for the light divine within others is that 

every one of us needs and hopes that others will do the same for us.  Life 
seems to be, in addition to much joy and beauty, also one long string of 

circumstances where we do or say things we wish we hadn’t, or neglect 
things we wish we’d done or said.  (A friend says, “Ministry is always having 

to say you’re sorry,” and I have found that to be annoyingly and profoundly 
true.)  This past week, I was involved in two situations of serious 

disagreement—serious enough that there were strong emotions involved—in 
which I acted contrary to the sattva within myself.  In one case I used in 

writing a phrase that disrespected and made light of the other’s important 
and passionately-held position.  In the other, I was called to task properly 

for having criticized someone unnecessarily in a public setting.  It doesn’t 
matter what the context or “provocations” were, I’m guilty as charged.  It 

doesn’t matter how the other behaved, well or ill; my integrity, my flame, is 
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not about them.  I did not honor the holy light in the other, and the only 

religiously-honorable path I had was apology.   I hope we will get to a place 
where the mutual honoring can resume, but that’s not why I had to say I’m 

sorry.  I can only tend to my side of street, and apologies were called for, if I 
take seriously my commitment to spiritual integrity—which is the only way I 

can say “Namaste” at the end of our services with a moderately clear 
conscience. 

It is not an easy commitment to live by, this Namaste thing.  Karen 
Armstrong has a book that addresses this directly throughout, Twelve Steps 

to a Compassionate Life.  Her unrelenting theme in this book is that we 
absolutely must cultivate compassion—“feeling with,” not pity or other 

distancing emotion —for everyone.  Using not-surprising light imagery, 
Armstrong urges us to “make compassion a clear, luminous…force in our 

polarized world.”  (8) We need compassion for everyone, including our 
enemies, as Jesus and Buddha and many others teach.  Armstrong’s 

exercises in compassion for all involve our seeing the holy flame in all 

people, whatever they may do or be. 
In a recent class on this book, Dawn brought up her inability to feel an 

iota of compassion for Rush Limbaugh, who recently spent three days 
vilifying a Georgetown law student who spoke publicly in favor of 

Georgetown’s insurance covering birth control.  I watched a YouTube video 
of his words, and it’s pretty horrible.  Besides calling her a slut and a 

prostitute because “she wants to get paid for sex,” he says it’s our dollars 
and that we therefore all should get videos of the unlimited sex the woman 

is going to indulge in if she has contraception through her insurance.  I gotta 
admit, it is very, very hard to even think about trying to find the soul’s flame 

of divinity in a guy who chooses to be so astoundingly hateful. 
The closest we could get to anyone finding compassion in our hearts 

was Jan, who pointed out that he doesn’t seem to be a very happy man.  
She said, “He’s fat, he’s had a serious prescription addiction, and he can’t 

stay in a relationship.”  She made it very clear that she was in no way 

condoning his words and would do everything in her power to get his sludge 
off the air—and , at the same time, there may be reasons why the flame of 

his divinity has been so well and truly obscured.  Not everyone bought even 
that, but it is instructive.  When we all say “Namaste” to each other at the 

end of this service, are there any among us who can include Rush in our 
honoring?  I won’t make any promises. 

As we’ve noted, one of the main reasons we strive to honor others—to 
forgive them their trespasses— is that we are so very fallible (maybe even 

with the potential for Rush Limbaugh fallibility?  or maybe not!), and we 
hope others will forgive our trespasses. 

Another reason is that we are all in this human soup together.  If we 
do our level best to keep our flame alive and well—consciousness, 

mindfulness, spiritual practice, humility—if we are doing that, we are more 
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likely to feel kinship with those around us, and that can only lead to making 

love more likely.  Cistercian monk Thomas Merton talks about the “blaze of 
recognition.”  I’m going to read his description, and I’m going to ask you to 

do a little translating.  Remember, Merton was a Christian monk.  (A radical 
social activist and a Christian monk.)  His words are appropriately theistic 

(for him), but I hold that this experience can happen to any of us, whatever 
name we put on it.  We can all be stabbed and illuminated by that blaze at 

some time in our lives—perhaps by our heart’s unbidden leaping to the same 
spark in another’s soul. 

 
It is the flash of a flame that is touched off by an immediate contact of 

the substance of the soul with God Himself.  In one terrific second that 
belongs not to time but to eternity, the whole soul is transfixed and 

illumined by the tremendous darkness which is the light of God.  (66) 
 

I hope for all of us that we may have these moments of 

enlightenment—almost literal enlightenment—moments of mystical, fire-to-
fire connection.  It doesn’t have to be that awe-inspiring, though, and it 

doesn’t have to be an all-at-one-time event.  It can be a day-to-day, 
minute-to-minute practice and awareness of our interdependence.  It can be 

reminding ourselves that each of us is part of this strange species, homo 
sapiens?  It can be reminding ourselves that the more kindness, compassion 

and Namaste-ing there is in our beleaguered world, the more we will feel our 
ties of kinship, and the less we will be inclined toward warlike words and 

deeds? 
We can each take responsibility for our own flame, tending it within—

nurturing our souls—and letting it go forth to illuminate dark places and 
bring hope to others—helping to heal the world.  Let us hark our hearts back 

to the imagery of Winter Solstice.  We sit in shadow, as we so often do in 
our lives.  We are aware of the power of darkness—as we so often are in our 

lives.  The celebrants light the center candle.  We reflect deeply in various 

ways, on our private darknesses.  At the given time, someone comes forth 
and lights their candle, placing it firmly into the sand.  The spark awakes in 

our soul.  It is still pretty dark.  The second person comes.   And the third, 
and….  Each brave soul adds to the common table of gifts, without 

judgment.  The room grows full of warm light.  The flame of sattva fills us 
with joy and peace.   Hope arises and flies gently around each of us.  We 

place our hands together and bow to the other sparks of divinity. 
What if we re-enact the Solstice magic in the mundaneness of our 

daily lives?  What if, knowing how dark we can be, we choose to take our 
light out from under the bushel and let it shine?  What if, as we bravely 

shine our lights, we see and feel the blaze of others’ lights, and we join 
together?  What if we find the generosity, humility, spiritual practice, 
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strength and courage to open our hearts—our souls?—and let the sattva 

shine forth, inviting others in love and respect. 
Let’s do it. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 


