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 My cultural heritage is that same as many, many Midwesterners: German and Irish. There 

is something I find mystical and mysterious about those strains in my genetic makeup, 

particularly this time of year when the sun sets at 4:30 p.m.  The Germanic peoples and Celts 

were described by Julius Caesar himself in his work, Commentarii de bello Gallico, flawed in 

many ways because the druids, in particular, left no written history. Germanic tribes extended 

from the Black Sea to Greenland and even North America. Scandinavia and the British Isles 

were touched by druids’ religious practices, and the folklore of Ireland, Norway and many 

countries are rife with imagery that’s fearsome yet sweet and often heroic. I love many parts of 

my background because of these 

multifaceted cultural underpinnings. 

 Light and darkness play an integral 

role in the Christmas festival in both sacred 

and secular expressions.  Rooted in biblical 

imagery, the star plays a major role in the 

announcement of God’s self-revelation. 

We sing in The First Noel: “They looked 

up and saw a star that gave great light.”  

Hark the Herald Angels Sing has us 

proclaim: “Light and life to all he brings, 

risen with healing in his wings…” O Holy Night: “The stars are brightly shining, it is the night of 

our dear Savior’s birth…O night divine when Christ was born. Led by the light of faith serenely 

beaming…by the light of a star sweetly gleaming.”  Our cherished carols are a plethora of 

dazzling light/darkness images.   

 If you visit Bethlehem now days while singing about it in the O Little Town you’ll likely 

discover a new layer of meaning in “…Yet in the dark streets shineth the everlasting light; the 

hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.” Bethlehem has suffered terribly in the 

past six or seven decades. Bethlehem is a Palestinian town south of Jerusalem in the West Bank, 

controlled by Israel. Years ago a massive concrete wall was constructed around the entire town. 

Israeli settlements have driven local Palestinian (Christian and Arab) from their homes, one of 

which recently proposed would entirely encircle the city, shutting it off completely. I know from 

visits there the pain evident in residents’ voices. What if you finally bought your dream home in 

Evanston on Howard Street, and Chicago decided to incorporate more land for expansion and 

simply took your home and land by force – what would that do to your sleep patterns and 

outlook on humanity? Multiply that by thousands and you 

may have some idea 

of what the local 

inhabitants have 

endured. In order to 

reach the star (to the 

left) that marks the 

birthplace of Jesus 

within the Church of 

the Nativity you must 

pass through this wall 

of captivity (on the right). “The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”  Indeed 

they were and still are. This is our world, and this is Assisi’s Sister City, Bethlehem. 



 Biblical imagery of light and darkness abounds.  The hope of deliverance and salvation 

flowed through centuries and was expressed in the Hebrew scriptures. Psalm 18: “For you will 

light my lamp; the Lord my God illumines my darkness.” Yes, how many times in life has God’s 

powerful presence (grace) opened your eyes and ears to a new way of behaving? How often has 

God illumined a path for us through the terrible days after a spouse or cherished friend dies? 

Haven’t you also known God to be right next to you in those awful moments of indecision that 

stifle your life? Finally, God chose a time and place for the time-altering moment of self-

revelation proclaimed by the angel, Gabriel. The “hopes and dreams of all the years are met in 

thee tonight,” we sing. And how do we see those fears dwindle away into a renewed sense of 

being? 

 I am mystified by our 4:30 sunsets. Many people don’t like them at all but I do. A lot. 

And not because of my genetic code. Light is essential for life on Mother Earth. It’s essential for 

photosynthesis, a sense of well-being and many more natural processes.  In 1974 I was sent to 

serve at our parish, St. Agnes, in Ashland, Wisconsin. I moved there from Memphis and THAT 

was quite a shock! I taught in a Montessori school in 

Memphis; when it was below 40° the kids couldn’t go 

outside for recess. When the snows and polar winds 

arrived on the shore of Lake Superior, the kids in St. 

Agnes couldn’t go outside if it was BELOW -20°!!!  Yet 

the most stunning difference I perceived right away at the 

top of Wisconsin was that the sun never rose above 2:00 

p.m. in the winter! Barrow, Alaska is 330 miles north of 

the Arctic Circle and has as many as 67 sunless days in 

wintertime. A few years ago I was part of a voyage along 

the western coast of Norway; we crossed the Arctic Circle 

and kept sailing northward. One day we reached Norway’s 

border with Russia. It was November but the sun set about 

1:00 pm. I love that stuff because one gets a deeper 

awareness of Planet Earth and the ways of the universe. 

 I cherish the imagery of light and darkness in 

poetry. I composed a cycle of 12 poems of Emily 

Dickinson, one of which states: “A light exists in spring 

not present on the year at any other period…then without 

the formula of sound, it passes and we stay.”  The cycle of 

light and darkness has obviously surrounded the Nativity 

of Christ almost since the Gospel accounts were written. The festival of Christmas wasn’t dated 

on December 25 in the universal Church calendar until the early 4th century. That date was 

chosen in response to (or because of) mid-winter Roman feasts and customs of countries 

surrounding the Roman Empire. A few years ago the Mormon Church proclaimed that Jesus was 

born in April. Well, nobody wins that war of dates because there are no birth records. Centuries 

of faith, customs and beliefs solidified the actual celebration is December 25 and it will remain 

fixed on that date for both religious and cultural celebrations. 

 We have lived in Covid darkness for three years now and its shadow haunts millions of 

us, doesn’t it? Long Covid is a lived reality, masks are still encouraged at times, and scientists 

continue to learn about this killer. Three years! Remember those dark days in church when every 

person had to sign in with name, address, phone and email? Terrible! Now an almost flippant 

attitude is seen everywhere. But the reality…it’s still very much among us!  And the plague of 

gun violence continues to suck the light from countless lives. The attack on innocents in Q Club 

of Colorado Springs brings the number of people killed in 2022 mass shootings (up to the 3rd  



week of November) to over 675 people, with over 2,625 injured in just those incidents. Three 

were at schools. You want to talk of the metaphor of darkness and light? This is our world. 

 In Norway we noticed lights in the windows at night long before Christmas. The 

explanations we were given: light in the winter darkness, a guide to one’s home, etc. Advent 

wreath? Guess where that tradition comes from?  Think way north in Europe. New Testament 

literature mentions light 73 times, 23 of which are in John’s Gospel; for example, John 8:12: 

“Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”  There you 

have it, my friends ~ the Christian’s guide to life in winter and life during periods of the clouds 

of unknowing. The Light that’s come into the world is already within us. In the bleak days of 

winter comes this splendid feast celebrated for centuries as a remedy for that bleakness. And we 

don’t have to wait for Christmas. Take part in the Eucharist, hold the Lord in your hands and 

hear his words in your heart: “this day you will be with me in Paradise.” 

 St. Augustine wrote in his Tractate 46: Jesus said, the one who follows me shall not walk 

in darkness but shall have the light of life. When shall we walk by sight? When we have come to 

that vision of God, when this night shall have passed away.” Death is one thing, but what of the 

many days we must remain in our earthly bodies? How do we know that Light is within us? Saint 

Augustine simply says that we find God when we seek God. Eucharist is one way. Another is the 

Scriptures of both Testaments. Contemplation is a time-honored method of letting God enter our 

inner being. The story of the Incarnation, when the humility of God was made present in an 

insignificant little village, for two simple unknown people yet eventually for the whole world is 

woven into our Franciscan spirituality. 

 The Nativity on the front page is in Greccio, an Italian village where Francis of Assisi 

acted out the story of Christ’s birth in a mountainside cave in 1223. Francis was filled with an 

overflowing love for the humble, Anointed One. His love for Jesus is what captivated me while 

still in elementary school and drew me into this fraternity. His desire to bring the Light into the 

world through preaching in creative ways, even via the great gift of music, has inspired me for 

54 years as a friar. This Light in the darkness is what we pray our ministry here at St. Peter’s has 

done and will continue to do with your assistance. And not just financially but your constant 

presence in church with other believers. Together we bring the sinners, the blind, the lost and the 

hurting children of God that redeeming Light that changed the course of history in Bethlehem. 

All the images of O Night Divine in our carols have nothing to do with the time of day; they 

proclaim God’s definitive entrance into the human milieu to bring about redemption. One birth 

opened the Way to eternal life and Light. Revel in this Light of Lights! As that carol in reggae 

style proclaims: He come from the glory, He come from the glorious Kingdom. And remember ~ 

it is a Kingdom of healing, justice, truth and peace!  

We friars here at St. Peter’s remember you every day, 

grateful for your fidelity and generosity. We pray that God bless 

you, your families and friends with everything that is holy and 

good. We pray for your health, healing and happiness. We pray 

you become Messengers of Peace in the footsteps of Francis and 

Clare of Assisi. Feliz Navidad, Buon Natale, Joyeux Noël, Frohe 

Weinachten, Wesolych swiat Bozego Narodzenia, Feliz Natal, 

Merry Christmas from all of us to all of you! You are deeply 

appreciated and deeply loved! And my commercial: You can buy 

the new CD of my work, Messenger of Peace, in our gift shop. 

Recorded in Italy we offer a Christmas special: both the book of 

10 stories and the CD of my music and storytelling are just $40.  

It’s a work of art born out of my love for Francis and our world 

that cries out in the darkness for peace, light and the love of our creative God, Source of all light.                                                                                                                                                    

Fr. Bob Hutmacher, ofm 


