
The paradox of light 

 

Some years ago, Clare and I had a holiday in Brazil, and had a wondrous experience seeing the 
Iguazu waterfalls. These waterfalls are, in their expanse, the largest in the world. We treated 
ourselves to a helicopter flight over them, and stayed overnight at the Hotel das Cataratas at 
the top of the falls. 

 

 

 

The hotel is so close 
to the edge that you 
can hear the roar of 
the torrent by day 

and night. It is also very isolated and subject to frequent power cuts, so our room was provided 
with a candle and a box of matches in the bedside locker. And sure enough that evening there 
was a huge thunderstorm and a power failure. And the darkness was extraordinary. We don’t 
often come across such darkness in our suburban lives, but this was real darkness – what the 
Bible calls ‘gross darkness’.  

From Isaiah chapter 60 we read :  

‘For, behold, the darkness shall cover the earth, 

and gross darkness the people’ 

Clare and I have always liked the concept of ‘gross darkness’, and always, jokingly, complete the 
verse from the Authorised Version  – so when it’s VERY dark we say, “Wow, this is gross darkness 
the people”. Well this was ‘gross darkness the people’! I groped my way to the bed, thence to 
the locker and finally managed to strike a match. The difference was instantaneous and 
transformative. How little light one needs to dispel all the darkness!   

 

That turns out to be an interesting scientific question ‘How little light can one get?’ What is the 
smallest amount of light that there is? I can see the scratch spark on a matchbox before a flame 
arises. Now, without getting too technical about all this, there is an answer about the smallest 
amount of light possible and this can be demonstrated in a number of ways. The smallest ‘dose’ 
of light you can get is a photon. Max Plank and Albert Einstein worked on the problem over 100 
years ago. Light arrives in packets, and the smallest packet is a photon. (Photons, if you are 



interested, are in the class of Bosons of which Higgs’ Boson attracted some publicity a few years 
ago.) 

 

Except that, I have to tell you, light isn’t made of photons, it’s formed from continuous waves. 
And one can demonstrate that with a prism. Shine bright white light in on one side and it is split 
into its constituent parts or waves. Each of the waves is a different colour – all those colours 
that you see in a rainbow, in fact, and which Clare and I saw so clearly in the permanent rainbow 
which hangs in the water spray at Iguazu. 

 

 

Which of these theories of light is right? They 
are both right. Light is both particles and a 
continuous wave. Physicists accept this as a 
paradox, and stopped losing any sleep over it 
long ago. It’s just a fact. 

 

Yet there are many people – and this includes 
some scientists – who are content to accept 
this paradox and yet struggle with the 
paradox that lies at the heart of the nature of 
God. We believe God sent Jesus to be the 

light of the world, and yet allowed him to be enveloped in the darkness of the crucifixion – to 
be overtaken by that approaching shadow of suffering that we will be remembering again 
during Lent, which starts this week on Ash Wednesday. If God is all-loving and all-powerful, how 
come that Jesus was subjected to a grotesque arrest, rigged trial, beating, mocking and 
crucifixion? And how do we discern through this the loving, forgiving, saving and resurrecting 
power of God? It is a paradox – but one we hold in precious equilibrium. It is true that God is 
all-loving and all-powerful, and at the same time it’s true that through Jesus He showed himself 
to be all-suffering, sharing the messiness and pain of humanity.  

 

So let’s just recall for a moment what Jesus said about light. We read in the Gospels two 
important statements: 

In John 8:12 
Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the world; he who follows me will not walk 
in darkness, but will have the light of life.” 
 
And in Matthew 5:14-15,  
“You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hid.  Nor do men light a lamp and 
put it under a bushel, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house.” 
 
  



So who, you may ask, is the light of the world? Is it Jesus, or is it us? It is another paradox! 
Jesus is quite explicit about his own transforming light and very clear, in this dramatic 
illustration, about our responsibilities.  A bushel is a large grain basket, and I have something 
here about the same size. And I have a traditional oil lamp which I’m just about to cover: 

 
(The amusing aspect of this illustration – not lost, I suspect on Jesus’ listeners -  is the fire risk!) 

 
 
So let’s put the two paradoxes together for a moment. We know that the love of God is 
continuous. It is an unbroken wave that rolls on through time and eternity. And this love comes 
to us in different colours on different days. It comes as waves of hope and redemption; of 
forgiveness and salvation; of calm and of courage; of support in suffering, and calm in the midst 
of turmoil. It comes in song, and it comes in silence. 
 
And perhaps we – you and I – are like tiny lamps emitting photons. By comparison with that 
great wave, our capacity for love seems so small and we often keep it hidden under our own 
bushels. We release it in such small packets that we are sometimes ashamed of our feeble 
efforts. But every act of kindness and generosity is a photon, every word of welcome and 
encouragement, every gesture of concern and care for others. And these small particles of love, 
like the spark at the striking of a match, can flame into something bigger and brighter. Every 
year (except 2020!) we have had a bonfire party in November at our house for the young people 
of the Church. Every year it starts with sparklers – they are so difficult to light that I have to use 
a blow torch to start the first one. But once one is alight, others can catch the flame by touching 
their sparkler against their neighbour’s. So it is with our small sparks of light – they are small, 
but they can be passed on, and in the passing they light up the darkness.  
 
The image of light is in heavy use these days. You may be getting tired of hearing about ‘the 
light at the end of the tunnel’! But light is an image that lies at the very heart of  our Christian 
belief and runs through both the Old and the New Testaments. In fact the Bible is book-ended 
with light. In the opening verses of Genesis we read that the first act of God was to create light:  
‘And God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light’, and in the very last chapter of 
Revelation we are assured that ‘night shall be no more; they need no light of lamp or sun, for 
the Lord God will be their light.’ The reality and the metaphor merge.  
 



We certainly are still living through dark days. We face the reality of COVID smashing up so 
many lives in so many ways – in overwork for some, and boredom for others; in tragedy and 
tears for too many. There will be great challenges ahead with unemployment and, doubtless, 
unrest. We will live in a poorer world. All the individual particles of love and light we can muster 
will need to be brought out from under our personal bushels and polished and pooled to spread 
brightness into the world around us. And we put our faith in the continuous, unstoppable, 
tremendous wave of God’s love made known to us in the life and death and resurrection of 
Jesus – confident that not even gross darkness has the power to extinguish his marvellous light.   
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