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A Light When All Other Lights Go Out 

January 8, 2023 

 

I have confession.  I am a huge nerd.  I love The Lord of the Rings, the book series by J. R. R. 

Tolkien and the movie adaptations by Peter Jackson.  There are so many powerful theological 

messages in the story that at some point, I’m going to do a whole sermon series on the theology 

of Middle-earth.  And all my fellow Tolkien fans can nerd out with me. 

 

But today is not that day. 

 

Today, I’d like to talk about just one detail in the story of The Lord of the Rings.  The premise of 

the saga is that a character named Frodo is on a difficult quest to destroy an evil ring.  He and his 

companions journey across countries and meet all sorts of different people and encounter 

numerous dangers.   

 

At one point, Frodo meets an elf queen.  This queen gives him a small glass container that 

contains the light of a star inside.  The queen says to Frodo, “May it be a light to you in dark 

places, when all other lights go out.” 

 

Frodo carries that glass vial of light with him for months on his journey.  It and the other gifts 

from the elves provide encouragement and strength in difficult times.  Then at one point, Frodo 

finds himself alone in a pitch-black cave, so dark that he can’t see his hand in front of his face.  

And in the darkness, Frodo is attacked by a giant, man-eating spider!  But he takes out that glass 

vial, which shines in the darkness, blinds the spider, and ends up saving his life. 
J. R. R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring (New York, HarperCollins, 1991), 396. 

 

(And if that isn’t a teaser to get you to read (or re-read) The Lord of the Rings, I don’t know what 

is.) 

 

What an image, this container of light that Frodo carries with him through dark times.  It’s a 

perfect illustration for this season of Epiphany, in which one of the themes is light shining in the 

dark.  The Epiphany story is one that we didn’t hear this year because Epiphany fell on a 

weekday, but it’s the holiday when we celebrate the wise men or magi following the light of the 

star through the darkness to find Jesus. 

 

The story of this vial of starlight makes me imagine that we, like Frodo, carry some light with us 

that strengthens us in dark places.  It might not be a physical glass container, but we do carry an 

inner light.  The question is what that light looks like or contains. 

 

Our Gospel reading gives us a hint.  Today we hear the story of Jesus’ baptism.  This is a rich 

story that tells us a lot about Jesus and John the Baptist and the Trinity.  But today, I see this 

story as almost a movie scene.  Instead of an elven queen giving Frodo a glass vial of light, we 

see a heavenly King giving Jesus a gift of light.  The Holy Spirit comes to Jesus after his 

baptism.  And God says to Jesus, “You are my Son, whom I love, and I am proud of you.” 
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I’m not sure which is a more powerful gift, the Holy Spirit or the words spoken by God.  Maybe 

they are one and the same.  The Holy Spirit is a reminder of those words, an embodiment of 

God’s love and fatherly presence, an inner light that reminds Jesus that he is God’s beloved son. 

 

Immediately after his baptism, Jesus’ faith is tested.  Jesus goes right from the Jordan River into 

the wilderness for 40 days, where he is tempted by the devil.  We won’t talk about that too much 

today because we’ll hear it in another month or so, when we begin the season of Lent.  But I will 

say that what sustained Jesus during those 40 days, what gave him strength and focus, must’ve 

been this inner light.  This reminder of God’s words, “You are my beloved son, and I am proud 

of you.”  That’s a light that would help overcome outer darkness. 

 

I imagine that those words and that Holy Spirit also gave Jesus strength throughout his ministry.  

When the scribes and the religious leaders are arguing with Jesus, trying to trap him in his words, 

riling up crowds against him, what gave Jesus the fortitude to keep preaching?  Those words 

from God, echoing again, “You are my beloved son, and I am proud of you.” 

 

And on the cross, when Jesus experienced horrible physical pain, when he was abandoned by all 

of his disciples, when only a few devoted women stood with him at the foot of the cross, what 

gave Jesus the strength to endure?  I imagine it was those words: “You are my beloved son, and I 

am proud of you.” 

 

Those words from God, the gift of the Holy Spirit: they are the inner light that gave Jesus 

strength and helped him to stay true to his purpose, to teach everyone about the love and 

kingdom of God, even in dark places.  Especially in dark places, when people needed to hear it. 

 

What about you?  What is your inner light?  What gives you strength in difficult times?  What 

reminds you of light when all other lights go out? 

 

You might have a practice, a mantra.  You might have an image that gives you strength.  When I 

meditate, I picture a rock that is my foundation and source of stability.  There are many images 

or tools that we can use to help us weather a rough patch. 

 

If you don’t have an image or practice, I would offer to you to think about light.  Imagine a light 

in your chest that cannot be snuffed out by darkness.  The source of that light is the same as the 

source of Jesus’ light.  It comes from our identity as a baptized person, as a child of God. 

 

That light is the Holy Spirit that whispers to you over and over again, “You are God’s child.  

You are loved.  God is proud of you.” 

 

If that is our mantra, if that is the light that we carry in us, then we have a foundation for when 

we face dark moments.  In this month of January, when we experience the post-Christmas 

letdown, or when we experience seasonal affectiveness disorder, we need light.  We need 

strength.  It’s a good thing Epiphany follows right after Christmas.  Could you imagine Lent 

starting in January? 
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Epiphany reminds us of the light that we carry in us, this reminder that God loves us and is proud 

of us.  That doesn’t make life easy all of a sudden; there will still be darkness and difficulty.  But 

this light can give us strength and a foundation from which we can face hardship, knowing that 

nothing can remove the truth that we are loved by God. 

 

I’d like to close with a few lines of poetry from e e cummings.  This is a poem that’s sometimes 

read at weddings, when one person is speaking of their love for their partner.  But I think the 

words can be spoken to God as well. 

 

 I Carry your Heart – e e cummings 

i carry your heart with me(i carry it in 

my heart)i am never without it… 

                                                      i fear 

no fate(for you are my fate,…) i want 

no world(for you are my world, my true) 

… 

i carry your heart(i carry it in my heart) 
e e cummings, “I Carry Your Heart,” All Poetry, accessed January 4, 2023, https://allpoetry.com/i-carry-your-heart-with-me. 

 

Amen. 
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