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    “I feel I have received a new prescription for my spiritual vision! Gordon Jackson, through a brilliant mingling of endearing anecdotes, scientific studies, and references ranging from Plato to Jason Bourne, helps the reader recognize how God uses the metaphors and realities of light and sight to seamlessly connect Himself to His creation. As we work with youth around the world, Jackson’s insights enable us to share more clearly the abundant creativity, hope, and freedom illuminating our world: Christ, the light of life.”


    —Erik Brucker


    Area Director, Young Life International


    Central London, England


    “In evangelical circles the priority of hearing God’s words is rightly stressed. But that very Word is full of images of light and seeing that relate God and us, images that are routinely neglected, maybe not even seen. No more. Gordon Jackson has written a fascinating book expounding the biblical concepts of light, sight and looking. He has done so in a way that I found appealing. He starts with the physical, writing of the wonder of light, sight and eyes, drawing on the best of popular science, before connecting the dots to the spiritual. We discover a rich knowledge of God in the abundant visual analogies in Scripture and learn how to walk with God. All this is done with the light touch of the journalist, integrating exposition, stories, anecdotes and spiritual wisdom. It is all so different, so fresh, a feast for the soul!”


    — John Child, Peter Chamane Lecturer in Theology and Ethics, George Whitefield College, South Africa


    “The most engaging theological studies must possess a variety of merits: a steady understanding of Christian teaching, deep biblical learning, descriptive force, and cultural awareness. Gordon Jackson’s Be Thou My Vision displays these merits as it traces the rather neglected biblical themes of light and sight. This work will repay the careful reader over and again—not least with the cultivation of spiritual sight.”


    —Dr. Andrew Hay, Denver Seminary


    “You may find it surprising that a whole book could be written about light and the gospel. Yet Gordon Jackson has produced just such an unusual meditation on the many aspects of light and all that is related to it, both physical and metaphorical, experiential and spiritual. As represented, Christianity is very much about being ‘in the light,’ so after reading this book, whether you are looking at a cloud formation or at yourself in a mirror, I do not expect you will ever look at light and ‘looking’ the same way again. And hopefully you will see God more fully in all that is around you.”


    —Dr. Don Petcher


    Professor of Physics, Covenant College


    “Gordon Jackson thoroughly explores the fascinating parallels between our physical and our spiritual sight. His in-depth examination of the many metaphors of sight and light challenges us to deepen our vision of the true source of light. This is a must read for any Christian ophthalmologist or optometrist although I would recommend it for all believers who want to improve their vision at any level. I pray that you will ‘learn to see spiritually’ as you read this wonderful study.”


    —Stan Pletcher, MD


    President, Christian Ophthalmology Society


    “As readers of Scripture, we may well link the word ‘light’ with God, without giving this linkage the thought and the wonder it deserves. Gordon Jackson takes us on an illuminating tour of this subject of light and sight. He is the master of quotation. Reading Be Thou My Vision, you will want to note down and hold in your memory the penetrating insights that he shares.”


    —Maurice Sinclair


    Honorary Assistant Bishop, Birmingham, England


    “Gordon Jackson has a gift of taking scripture one has read a hundred times, and with a slight turn, helps the reader to find something wonderfully new. He makes connections amongst the spirituality of light, the theology of sight, and the sciences of physics and biology. Each section is a worthy meditation on the Christian faith.”


    —Dr. Ginny Whitehouse


    Department of Communication


    Eastern Kentucky University
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    INTRODUCTION: LIGHT, SIGHT AND THE CHRISTIAN WALK


    “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’

    and there was light.”


    — Genesis 1:3


    “When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, ‘I am the light of the world.’”


    — John 8:12


    “They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light. And they will reign for ever and ever.”


    — Revelation 22:5


    The Bible begins with light. It culminates with light. Then, with the entry of Jesus, the Light of the World, into human history at the beginning of the New Testament, it is as if an explosion scatters light throughout all of scripture. Light, clearly, is integral to God’s way of interacting with us, both as a physical phenomenon and as a metaphor. The same applies to sight, the sense that is utterly dependent on light. After all, without the gift of sight, the presence of light would be irrelevant to us.


    The relationship between these two concepts is so prevalent that it is hardly possible to turn anywhere in scripture without finding some literal or figurative reference to light or sight. These concepts, and related ones, seem to be everywhere. The New International Version has 263 references to “light,” 115 to “sight,” and 767 to “see.” That is to say nothing of other light or visually-related words. “Darkness” and “seek,” for example, appear 148 and 112 times respectively. Then there are other visually-related concepts, like “blindness,” “image,” or “shadow,” each with unique spiritual significance, and the visual concept of unsurpassed importance, the incarnation itself: Jesus came in the flesh so that we could see him. In brief, as biology professor David Hicks notes, “The Bible is designed to appeal to the eye.”1


    God undoubtedly places great importance on light and sight in all aspects of his revelation to us (especially through scripture and Jesus himself). This book explores that importance. Just as God has chosen to rely on light and the energy it provides as the crucial building block for life as we know it, so we find a parallel in the spiritual realm. Hence the theme of this book: Because God has chosen the metaphor of light, and the accompanying concept of sight, as a primary vehicle for communicating with humankind, his chosen medium of revealing himself to us demands a closer look.


    God uses plenty of other metaphors in scripture to describe his own character or his relationship with us. In addition to saying he is the light of the world, Jesus says he is the bread of life; the way, the truth, and the life; the good shepherd; and the door. Other pictures, from the Old Testament, portray God as our rock or shield. We could list dozens more. J. I. Packer, for example, says that “[W]e know God in the manner of a son knowing his father, a wife knowing her husband, a subject knowing his king, and a sheep knowing its shepherd (these are the four main analogies employed).”2


    Because the images of light and sight are so pervasive, however, they command our attention and further scrutiny. So, we shall explore the inexplicable mystery of God’s intrusion into time and space with the creation of light. How did light come to be? What is its importance—to our physical existence but also to spiritual life? And what is the significance of darkness, the absence of light? Is it merely something neutral or is darkness by definition always something malevolent? Is there such a thing as “good” darkness?


    And what of sight and seeing? Sight is unquestionably the “queen of the senses,” preeminent in its importance for humans. The eye and its functioning thus deserve attention, as do the attendant issues of blindness, threats to our sight, and limitations on sight—including the ways we deceive ourselves into thinking we see far more than we do, as well as our vulnerability to all kinds of illusions.


    Similarly, what are Christians to make of dreams and visions? Or hallucinations? What can scriptural references to physical concepts like clouds, rainbows, shadows, or “the watchman” teach us? And what about the more abstract ones, like “incarnation” or “revelation”?


    In approaching these and numerous other issues, questions, and ideas concerning light and sight, this book is divided into three sections. The first deals with light, with a brief look at its physical properties, but especially at its spiritual implications. This section asks, “What is light and what should Christians know about it?”


    Section two explores the nature of sight, including a look at eyesight and related issues like blindness and how we see—or do not see—our physical and spiritual world. This section asks, “What is the nature of sight, what are its limitations, and what do these imply for our spiritual lives?”


    The final section, “How to Look,” tackles the question, “How can we better see God’s revelation?” The focus here is on how Christians can know God better by probing some of the additional images that scripture provides. In this section, we will examine what we can and cannot see, what we do not see, and what we should not see.


    This notion of “how Christians can know God better” is, of course, the raison d’etre for this book. It is no coincidence that the theological concept of “revelation” is yet another of those visual images that we will bump into on this journey. First comes the need to encounter the living God and his various ways of showing himself and his plans and purposes to us. Yet seeing by itself is not enough; what we learn needs to be augmented by doing. And the point of “doing”? To become more like Christ. As Thomas à Kempis put it, “We must imitate Christ’s life and his ways if we are to be truly enlightened and set free from the darkness of our own hearts. Let it be the most important thing we do, then, to reflect on the life of Jesus Christ.”3


    Important though it is as a starting point, mere reflection by itself is not enough. As James writes, “Do not merely listen to the word…. Do what it says.”4 So we will focus on ideas like God’s characteristic quality of light, our often poor grasp of what God reveals to us, and how the metaphor of sight offers all kinds of encouragements and warnings for our Christian journey. More specifically, this book will expand your vocabulary of light and sight as they apply to your Christian walk.


    A specialized vocabulary is indispensable for practitioners in any activity, whether that be medicine, architecture, or plumbing. Knowing the terms that apply in your sphere of activity enables you to master your craft in a way that would be impossible if you spoke only with the limited vocabulary of the uninitiated. So, too, with Christians. For those of us whom Paul describes as children of light,5 we can benefit from as rich and expansive an understanding as possible of this dual light-and-sight metaphor that seeps into all aspects of our faith. The explorations of these light-and-sight concepts are intended, therefore, to refine and expand our vision of what our own Christian lives should, and could, look like.


    Assuming that the pages ahead expand our understanding of who God is and what the implications are for our lives, the question of J. I. Packer remains: “What do I intend to do with my knowledge about God once I have got it?”6 Packer’s answer draws on Psalm 119, of whose writer he says, “His supreme desire was to know and enjoy God Himself, and he valued knowledge about God simply as a means to this end. He wanted to understand God’s truth in order that his heart might respond to it and his life be conformed to it.”7 That is the goal.


    In one sense, God could not have made our task any easier: by giving us the sun by day and the moon by night, the revelation in scripture and in the person of Jesus himself, He has flooded our path with all the light we need. As we will see later, God has also given us only the amount of light we can handle; as Paul notes in his first letter to Timothy, God lives in “unapproachable light.”8 We would not be able to handle God at “full luminescence.” Our goal, therefore, is to walk within the limits he has placed upon us.


    On our journey en route to that goal, we will encounter aspects of light-and-sight phenomena that touch on a wide range of theological ideas, including:


    	God’s holiness;


      	His revelation to humankind, especially the incarnation;


      	wonderment at the marvel of his creation, as we consider the human eye;


      	humility, as we realize just how little of God’s creation and purposes we understand; and


      	temptation and sin.

    
If we were to see this journey together as a tour of a major city you have never visited, say London or Paris, my role is that of a tour guide: pointing out highlights along the way, identifying features you may not easily have noticed, offering some background or history here and there to help place the stops on our tour in a richer context. Some of the sights will be familiar. While you have undoubtedly seen pictures of Big Ben or the Eiffel Tower, our tour will enable you to get that much closer to the equivalent of these landmarks. If you have seen these iconic sights before, you will quite possibly see them with fresh eyes this time round.


    So, too, with concepts like God’s glory or temptation; these will not be new to you but my hope is that this tour of the sights will enable you to deepen your understanding of God and his kingdom and his purposes for your life. To be clear, these are parts of God’s kingdom we will encounter in our sightseeing; each stop is to explore, admire, or understand some aspect of the city he is building. Along the way we will expand our vocabulary of light and sight, which in turn will help us to see better spiritually, understand God’s light more deeply, and discover areas where he is calling us to deepen our faith journeys with him.


    Then—just like even the best of tour guides taking you around London or Paris who cannot possibly know everything that could be told about the city—our tour will be limited by my knowledge and potential for error. This is all the more so because I have no specialized training in theology, physics, or anatomy—areas on which this book at different points will significantly depend. Yet despite my lack of specialized knowledge, I trust the following synthesis of various ideas will make for an illuminating tour of the light-and-sight concepts that await us.


    Frederick Buechner, in Whistling in the Dark, cites a famous Japanese haiku by the poet, Basho:


    An old silent pond.


    Into the pond a frog jumps.


    Splash! Silence again.


    He says that Basho “makes no comment on what he is describing. He implies no meaning, message, or metaphor. He invites our attention to no more and no less than this: the old pond in its watery stillness, the kerplunk of the frog, the gradual return of the stillness.”9 In doing so, Buechner says, the poet is putting a frame around the moment. His intent is to make us notice what is going on, to pay attention. The poet, the novelist, and the tour guide have in common the need to make us pay attention. It is as if God is saying, “I’ve given you all this light and the capacity to see it for a reason; pay attention.” This book is intended to help you pay attention.


    Then a note is in order regarding the nature of metaphors and analogies. All metaphors and analogies have their limits. Pushed to extremes, these tools, like images and similes, can fail in their applicability. The more literally we take them, the less reliable they become. When we take Jesus’ words that he is the Light of the World in a figurative sense, their power is obvious; we are not expected to take them literally. Nor would we take literally the psalmist’s assertion that “The Lord is my rock, my fortress.”10 God is certainly like a rock and like a fortress, common themes in the psalms. Yet no sensible Christian for a moment believes God is actually a rock.


    Things get trickier when it comes to the assertion that “God is light,” as we read in 1 John.11 As we will discover in Section 1, a case can be made that this is no mere analogy and that God’s very nature or essence includes the quality of light. It is not just that God is like light, it could be argued; he is light. And what of the concept of us being made in God’s image?12 Here, too, we could well be talking literally: we are made in God’s likeness, we bear his stamp and carry something of his DNA, so to speak. Or take another example: the rainbow shown to Noah.13 Clearly, here we are talking about a literal concept, but one with profound symbolic importance as part of God’s covenant with humankind.


    We will avoid the temptation to engage in a literary analysis of metaphors, analogies, images, symbols, and the like. Rather, the point needs to be made that as we move ahead with exploring these various light-and-sight concepts, we will need to uncover what we can learn from them and not get caught up in needless arguments of literalism versus symbolism, or other disputes best left to graduate students in literature.


    One final point bears mentioning. Helpful though all these figures of speech are to us on our journey, they may well have a limited lifespan. While light and sight are crucial facets of our physical existence, we have no concept of what eternal life will be like. Nor could we. It is inevitable that in Revelation we see John drawing repeatedly on images of light to convey his vision. How else could he convey the splendor of what God revealed to him? But even light and sight may become irrelevant in eternity. Because we cannot grasp what a “post-light” existence may be like, we are compelled to keep using these images. It may well be that light will still be a characteristic of eternal life, perhaps even a central one. This is especially if God truly is light, and his presence will, in a literal sense, characterize heaven. Our concern, though, is with the here and now, and so we return our attention to the light-and-sight issues before us.


    * * * *


    A few technical and personal things before we begin. All scripture references are from the New International Version of the Bible, except where noted otherwise. Then there is the issue of inclusive language. Some quotes use “man,” “mankind,” and so on when referring to people in general. These quotes reflect earlier usage which characterizes contemporary English less and less. In keeping with the volume’s commitment to present all sources as accurately as possible, I have included these entries with their original wording.14 Where it has seemed helpful, I have cross-referenced sections in bold type.


    Finally, some thoughts on the origins of this book. The idea arose from a brief essay I read about a decade ago, by Dave van Wylen, a biology professor at St. Olaf College in Northfield, Minnesota. Bringing his discipline to bear on his Christian faith, he raised intriguing questions about the physiology of sight. When we look at an object, he said, the image we have in our mind is based on light waves and electrical impulses as well as complex chemical reactions in our eyes. This processing in our eyes and brain “suggests that an image can be vastly different from the object [viewed] and yet maintain a binding relationship to that object.”15 What is the implication of this gap between how our mind sees something and the thing itself when we read that we are made in the image of God?


    That question prodded me to explore references to light and sight in scripture. The sheer abundance of these references led to the unavoidable conclusion that these concepts are of profound importance to God and to how he seeks to interact with humankind.


    As Moses did with the burning bush, I had to draw closer and look—a step that made me think of the famous Hall of Mirrors in the Palace of Versailles just outside Paris. I imagined having been led there in the dark, having never seen the room before. Then someone switches on a strobe light, and the room’s 357 mirrors burst with sporadic luminescence. By the light of their reflected flashes, one can get glimpses of what is in the room: first, over here, and then over there, and then over here. It is not enough to see the room fully and clearly, but one knows this is an extraordinary place. And one is coming to know it piece by piece, albeit inadequately and incompletely, not unlike Paul’s comment that “For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully.”16


    Let us begin to seek out these reflections, in anticipation of the time that we too shall see face to face, and know fully.

  


  
    PART 1: LIGHT

  


  
    THE NATURE OF LIGHT


    “God from God, light from light,

    true God from true God....”


    — The Nicene Creed


    “We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light.”


    — Plato17


    “[God] is most aptly called ‘light,’ but he is nothing like the light we know.”


    — Irenaeus of Lyons18


    The link between God and light goes back a long way. To the beginning of time, in fact, and in ways impossible to understand, even further back. While the Genesis account tells us that God created light, we also read that “God is light”19—one of his inherent qualities that predates the creation.


    Immediately, the questions arise. How can light exist in a nonphysical setting, outside of creation? Is it because “God’s light” is somehow of a totally different order, which exists in a spiritual realm? And only in a spiritual realm, or in the physical as well?


    What of the odd sequence in the Genesis 1 account, where we read in verse three those seminal words, “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light”—which led him to name the day and the night. Yet it is only in verse sixteen, on the fourth day, that God creates the sun and moon. How to explain this apparent discrepancy? Is there some other kind of light that was present in the universe before our sun and moon came into being? Then, what are we to make of the myriad scripture references that link God and his kingdom with light—clearly one of his favorite metaphors for communicating with us? Why light?


    Light’s Importance


    Before exploring these and other enigmas, though, let us for practice tackle an easier and more concrete question regarding light: How important is it to life on a planet that came into existence only after God had switched on the light, so to speak? The short answer is, “Indispensable.” Without it, we are dead. Or, more accurately, we would never have come into being in the first place. This is because, says biologist David Hicks, “There’s nothing in biology that doesn’t lead you to light, by a short path or a long path.” He adds that “at the bottom of the sea we have species that rely on stuff that drifts down—but even they are depending on food that’s been generated by light.”20


    In short, light is unique. Not only do we owe it our very existence, as does every other life form on earth, we are dependent on light in more ways than we realize. Pause for a moment to think what you have done in the past twenty-four hours that required light, whether natural or artificial. You need it to read these words. How many light switches have you turned on and off in that time? Try calculating how many times you have avoided stumbling over coffee tables, your children’s toys lying on the floor, or sleeping pets because you could not see where you were going. Going deeper, during this twenty-four-hour period your body was adjusting to all kinds of cues from light. We need an absence of light—or at least a significant reduction—to go to sleep; trying to sleep in bright light is much harder for us.


    Light gives us, and everything else in nature, cues on more profound processes, like when to grow. It synchronizes the seasons. It lets hibernating animals know that it is once again time for a long, long rest. Or take, for example, the Canadian snowshoe rabbit. Its “pelt is brown in the summer and white in the winter, [and] starts changing the color of its coat well before the first snowfall, to take advantage of camouflage. It recognizes when August comes around … by relying on its circadian timer to keep track of the number of hours of daylight as compared with darkness.”21 Plants that do best in shorter days “know” to bloom in the spring; long day plants do so in the summer. And we could fill a bookshelf describing the research on the marvel of photosynthesis, the basis for everything in the food chain. Physical light, then, literally sustains creation day by day.


    Inextricably linked to light is its antithesis, Darkness. It is more accurate to think of darkness not so much as the opposite of light, as the absence or lack of light. For as we will see in the section on Darkness, light and darkness are more a continuum than an all-or-nothing phenomenon. Even in what we regard as darkness, however, light still plays a role, for example with those species that use bioluminescence to find each other. Remember, too, that what people define as darkness may merely reflect the limitations of our human eyes; other creatures see just fine in what we regard as poor or even nonexistent light, as we note in the section on Eyes.


    That section also deals with what is a highly divisive issue among Christians, the role of evolution, both as an overarching concept as well as applied to the specific development of human vision. What is not controversial, however, is biologists’ discoveries of how eyes work in simple creatures. As they look at organisms ranging from single cell amoebas to incredibly complex beings like you and me, they see a trajectory of how the development of vision begins with a basic detection of light. It is helpful for these simple organisms to tell the difference between light and dark; that is enough for their survival. But with more complicated organisms, we discern the presence of actual vision—perhaps something extremely basic, or something with the wondrous flexibility and power of the human eye. The message to be derived from biology? At its most rudimentary level, vision begins with a seeking after light; actual vision comes only later.


    And that points to five lessons we can derive from examining light and its impact on our lives.


    1. Our Orientation to the Light


    Like creation as a whole, we humans are totally dependent on light and made to seek it out; we are overwhelmingly and primarily oriented to physical light, and shaped by it. That is why we have such positive views regarding light, whether in our everyday speech or in the world’s religions and mythologies. In all kinds of ways, we recognize light as “a good thing.” Michael Gurian says, “Both established religions and small, tribal spiritualities have always and in no uncertain terms called the soul, God, and truth ‘the light.’”22


    It is no surprise then that the Egyptians and other ancient civilizations worshipped the sun. Subsequently, as Gerald O’Collins and Mary Ann Meyers point out, “In all the great religions of the world, light has served as a metaphor for ultimate reality. The Abrahamic faiths, in particular, associate God with uncreated, primal light and the creation itself with the (first) divine command: ‘Let there be light.’”23 They add that “the link between divinity and light also exists in archaic Greek literature, where gods glowed with brightness. In Plato’s cave, goodness enters the material realm ‘as sunlight enters darkness.’ Among later Greeks, Plotinus writes of the One coming into the world as light that will not be confined.”24 By contrast, in the Christian tradition we hold overwhelmingly negative views of Darkness. (Darkness, however, can also be positive, both physically and spiritually, a theme explored more fully in that section.)


    We have a built-in orientation to God’s light, like a compass needle whose very nature is to point north. Yes, external factors can confuse the needle, just as humanity’s predisposition to sin can override our gravitation towards God. But with God’s grace, we can come to grasp St. Augustine’s insight: “Thou hast made us for thyself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it finds its rest in thee.”25 As people called to be Children of Light, we take on and reflect to the world one of God’s preeminent qualities. We are thus predisposed toward God’s light, and “find our rest” only as we keep moving toward the increasing brightness.


    2. Light Remains a Mystery


    We have undergone seismic changes in our understanding of light in the past century. The absolute speed of light was confirmed. Then, beginning with Albert Einstein’s theory of special relativity that shattered existing ideas about the relationship between light, gravity and time, we were introduced to ideas like black holes, for example, collapsed bodies in space so dense that not even light can escape from them. Einstein’s theories also introduced the notion of “spacetime,” a concept that combines the two qualities of space and time into one interwoven reality.


    Also arising from Einstein’s work is the mind-bending concept of the “twin paradox.” One identical twin goes into space and travels around the earth in an extraordinarily fast rocket, approaching the speed of light, for an extended period—say a year. The other twin remains on earth. On the astronaut’s return, however, his earth-bound brother will have lived longer. Even though in theory they could see each other throughout the long space ride, what they were seeing was in effect overridden because time actually slowed down for the astronaut.26


    Then there is the strange phenomenon of dark energy and dark matter, which occupies an estimated ninety-five percent of our universe. This darkness, says Richard Rohr, “is objectively not darkness at all; what looks to the human eye like darkness is actually filled with billions of neutrinos.”27


    All of this is to say that old disputes among physicists about whether light consisted of either waves or particles almost seem quaint with science’s growing understanding of concepts like photons and quantum physics. Despite the huge advances physicists have made in their understanding of light and its relationship to other fundamental phenomena like gravity and time, they are the first to admit they have plenty of work ahead of them. Clearly, much about the nature of light remains a mystery.


    So, too, with our understanding of God’s light. Despite what we know of God through Revelation, we know that light can be only an imperfect and incomplete metaphor for his character and deeds. The poet and hymn writer William Cowper helped capture our limited understanding of God’s ways in his hymn that begins, “God moves in a mysterious way, his wonders to perform….” Its concluding verse is:


    Blind unbelief is sure to err


    And scan his work in vain;


    God is his own interpreter,


    And he will make it plain.


    For those gaps in our understanding, we need to turn to God himself to enlighten us as we “scan his work”—on the understanding that some of those gaps are simply beyond the grasp of his children. Jesus himself was not omniscient in his human form, and his knowledge about the end times was limited.28 And even with those things we are permitted to know we need help; by ourselves we do not know how and where to look, or how to understand what we see. It is as the psalmist said, “[I]n your light we see light.”29 Or, as the Revised English Version has it, “[B]y your light we are enlightened.” John Behr describes this mysterious blending of our physical vision, by which we see God’s revelation, and the divine light: “[T]he immaterial light of God will be seen by material eyes, but through a power other than the natural power of vision”30—namely, that of the Holy Spirit.


    Back to the nature of physical light for a moment. Louis Erhardt notes that “Light, object, and viewer are inseparably intertwined.” He adds, “Without light there is no vision, but light itself is invisible in space. It requires that the source must be seen directly as an object emitting light, or must be reflected from some object. Not one of the three can generate a visual experience by itself.”31 So what are we to make of divine light? Was this light, which is part of who God is, “visible” in some way, before creation? Was it possible for the three-person God to be both object and viewer at the same time, perpetually conscious of the divine light?


    Or what about the mystery mentioned above in the creation account, where some kind of light seems to have existed before God created our sun and moon? Some commentators do not see a conflict, and regard the initial creation of light as including the creation of the sun and moon. The Word Biblical Commentary, for example, says, “It is … quite feasible for a mention of an initial act of creation of the whole universe (v 1) to be followed by an account of the ordering of different parts of the universe (vv 2–31).”32


    Those not persuaded by this view offer various explanations. The Quest Study Bible says, “Some say the earlier light created by God (v 3) was from some source other than the sun. They speculate about a chemical, electrical, radioactive or some other type of iridescence…. We can only speculate about what the atmospheric conditions might have been at that time.”33 Another alternative is that Genesis 1:1, about God creating the heavens and the earth, may have included our solar system—but that he did not reveal these until later, “perhaps by removing some sort of cloud or darkness.”34 Yet another possibility is that we should interpret the reference in light v. 3 symbolically, as representing God’s wisdom and purpose.35


    Helmut Thielicke offers yet another perspective, stressing the context in which this passage was written. His observation is worth quoting at length. He says that the biblical writer was not stupid


    when he placed the creation of light before the creation of the sun and moon, [because] he must have intended to say something quite specific, which he could not say in any other way…. The fact is that this account of the creation was addressed to a world that believed in astrology and put its trust in horoscopes…. Against this anxiety of fate in the face of the planets, against this dictatorship of a deified cosmos the creation story of the Bible protests when it says: “The stars have no power. They have definite functions to perform, they are to ‘separate the day from the night’—and that’s all there is to it!” And this probably explains the depreciatory undertone in which the Bible speaks of the sun and moon as mere “lamps.”… The light itself, however, comes from God. It is he whose hand is directly at work, and he is not dependent upon any planet or any other forces of nature.36


    Regardless of the merits of these and other possible explanations of the apparent discrepancy, several indisputable points can be made.


    The first, and most important, is that God is the creator. The biblical view is emphatic: the universe came about because of, and at, God’s initiative. Derek Kidner notes that God’s eight specific commands in Genesis 1 that call all things into being “leave no room for notions of a universe that is self-existent, or … random….”37 He continues, “To some of the ancients, day and night suggested warring powers; to modern man, merely a spinning world. Genesis knows nothing of either conflict or chance in this: only of the watchful Creator who assigns to everything its value (v. 4a), place (v. 4b), and meaning (v. 5a).”38 To the original readers of Genesis, the message was unambiguous: in a polytheistic world, with all kinds of gods assigned all kinds of powers, it is Yahweh, the one true God, who is the creator. And in case the Israelites needed reminding, the reference in verse 16 to the creation of the sun and moon are firmly in the context of the overall creation account; they are created things, not gods to be worshipped. As Thielicke said, they are clearly set apart from pagan thinking, which relied on naturalistic gods, not a transcendent deity.


    The second point worth noting is God’s first specific act of creation, apart from the general overview of verse 1: “Let there be light.”39 Capturing the crucial role that we now know light plays in all creation, S. R. Driver says, “Light is the first work, because it is the indispensable condition of all order, all distinctness, all life, and all further progress.”40 This light makes it possible for order to emerge from the chaos. Moreover, it is in the light that all subsequent creation comes into being, at God’s command. Let us remember, too, that this was the first part of creation that God looked at and proclaimed it “good.” Dare we say that God would have been the first to have “liked” light on Facebook? He found the light to be good both because it represented the divine character, and because it provided the essential foundation stone for everything else in creation.


    Having encountered this phenomenon of light for the first time in Genesis 1, we will rub up against it time and again throughout scripture—until the end of the Revelation. As Kidner puts it, “Light … appropriately marks the first step from chaos to order; and as it here precedes the sun, so in the final vision it outlasts it (Revelation 22:5).”41 God, it is plain, likes to work in the light.


    A final point worth noting in the Genesis account is that not only is everything created in light, it is no coincidence that this light sets the stage for him to look upon each step that follows and proclaim it good. For we serve a “seeing God,” as one writer makes plain: “[T]he activity of ‘seeing’ is continually put at the center of the author’s conception of God. The first name given to God within the book [of Genesis] is that of Hagar’s: ‘El Roi,’ ‘the seeing God’ (16:3). The psalmist, in reflecting on these texts, recognizes God’s ‘seeing’ as one of the essential attributes distinguishing him from all false idols, ‘which do not see’ (Psalm 115:5).”42


    It would be easy to get sidetracked by those aspects of light that remain a mystery to us, and perhaps by our frustration over desiring a clearer and more detailed account in Genesis of this all-important phenomenon. More helpful, though, would be to concentrate our thinking on what we do know of light and its implications for the Christian. And one of those areas in which we have seen great growth in knowledge over the past century or so is the relationship between light and energy.


    3. Light and Energy


    Given its importance, we will look at the relationship between light and energy as a stand-alone topic, even though its implications for us also are shrouded in mystery.
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“This book is an original and incisive extended meditation on light and sight in the Bible,
in theology, and in Christian experience. It is both deep and understandable to lay people.
It is well written and wonderfully helpful. | cannot recommend it strongly enough.”

Dr. Stephen T. Davis
Russell K. Pitzer Professor of Philosophy
Claremont McKenna College





