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“More light!” is purported to be the final sentence of the German poet Goethe. Last words, however, like parts of the Bible, are notoriously apocryphal. For instance, take the widely known last words of Oscar Wilde: “Either this wall paper goes, or I go.”


These might not be the last words of Wilde, but they may indeed be his last witticism, so we can assume he would want it to stand. In fact, this wasn’t spoken, but written. In a letter to a friend, he wrote something like, “I seem to be fighting a death battle with this wall paper. The wall paper is winning.”

Goethe apparently did say, “More light” just before he expired, but perhaps said them in a more prosaic context. He was asking his caregiver to open the shutters of his bedroom window.


If you or I ask our caregiver for “more light,” then we can assume we might only be asking for the shutters to be opened. But if the greatest poet of his age asks, we might assume he intended these words to have several levels of meaning, especially when said poet used light as a central theme of his creative life.


Now remembered most for his rendering of the Faust legend, he considered his most significant work to be a scientific treatise, “The Theory of Color,” which indeed influenced artists and students of optics for over a century.


He desired more light politically. He opposed the oppressions of established religions but also opposed the violence following the French Revolution.


He was an active Mason. “More light” is one of its shibboleths. In his time, masonry was a beacon of enlightenment values.


So, it is possible that a poetic genius with his background expressed in his last words a desire for more than open shutters.


Christmas also has many levels of meaning related to a search for more light. Just as Goethe, on a mundane level, wanted more sunlight, so also does Christmas, as a Winter Solstice festival, bring more sunlight.


Solstices are “shamans’ holidays.” That is, only the highly educated and most observant are aware of the changes at the solstices. These are the scientists, or the priests, or the astrologers and astronomers like The Three Wise Men. This elite class would know that at the winter solstice, “more light” was on the way. Proclaiming this to all the people was good news!


And so it is today. My wife, Kathleen, was in a small shop last week when a young woman expressed weariness at how little light the days provided. She was not sure she could endure. Kathleen said, “Tomorrow’s the Solstice, you know, the shortest day of the year. Then the days start getting longer.” The young lady cheered up immediately!


The people’s holidays are the cross quarters, coming about six weeks after the solstices. The cross quarter holiday following the winter solstice falls the first week in February, by which time everybody can see the days are getting longer and winter is on the run. You don’t need an elite or educated class to proclaim these holidays, which is why priests of all religions have suppressed the cross quarter holidays and proclaimed the superiority of the solstice holidays.


Christmas is also a bringer of more light in a theological or philosophical sense. The gospel of John translates a Greek word, logos, as “word,” when it proclaims, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”


Logos is like shalom, or aloha, or Namaste, in that it has several elusive, if not contradictory, meanings. Greek philosophers used it variously to mean “word,” or “opinion” or “speech” or “reason” or “argument.” In this sense logos might refer to the kind of discussions Socrates had with the youth of Athens. The Stoic philosophers identified it as the divine animating force of the universe.


As I have encountered logos over the years in various contexts, I have come to understand it as “divine reason,” which can be used to understand natural law. One might call it enlightened perception, obtained though rational means of the highest order. Heidegger called it “meditative thinking.”


The mind training of the Tibetan Buddhists, as I understand it, focuses on what the Greeks called logos.

It is this sense that seeking “more light” created the European Enlightenment, and, as a consequence, changed religious practice among thinking people, leading to, among other things, Unitarians and Universalists.


Thus, when Unitarian Universalists celebrate Christmas, regardless of the diversity among our congregations, we all celebrate a coming of the light. By this we mean not only the literal sunlight, but also the possibility of logos as a savior of humanity. We believe in a salvation that will come when humans use reason as well as emotion and revelation to live their lives and solve their problems. Thus our belief in science and education, and in getting to know other cultures; tolerance, and the ability to sit down with those who may think or believe differently from us, to work toward a world that has room for everybody.


That world might, just might, be right around the corner.


Some might say that the Mayan prophecy of the end of the world is now just another bad guess. I think it may have come true! It’s just that most people didn’t recognize the end of the world when it came. They were looking for sudden mass destruction, an end of the world that a person could see. Why should the end be any more comprehensible to humans than the beginning, or any other part of life on earth?


Those who have studied the Mayan calendar say this was not to be the end in a material sense, but the end of an era, and the beginning of the next. As a person still waiting for the dawn of the Age of Aquarius, I find this has some appeal.


Religious people who believe that the end must come with some violent cataclysm are also the people who would believe Goethe was asking only for his shutters to be opened. I think Goethe was seeking more than sunlight.



I think he was searching, to his dying day, for a greater consciousness, a greater, clearer way to live, and yes, to die, with some ineffable understanding of what his life had meant, and what life might mean to those who would live after him.

There is no reason to think that the end of this wicked system of things, as the Jehovah’s Witnesses so vividly call our world, will come all in one day. It might be a very gradual transition, so gradual as to be imperceptible by human clocks.


In the play “Inherit the Wind,” the Clarence Darrow character speaks about the uncertain length of the days of creation, since the sun, the measure of days, was not created immediately. About those days, he says, “They could have been thirty hours, or a month or a year. Or a hundred years! Or three million years!” So might be the years that God takes to destroy the world.


And what is to be destroyed? Perhaps evil. Perhaps moral blindness. Perhaps ignorance. Perhaps racism, and sexism, and homophobia and xenophobia.


Maybe these are the last days in a good way! Maybe the light symbolized by the birth of Christ and the manifestation of the logos is here at last!


If so, the manifest logos is just a little baby now, and needs careful love and nurturing. Like the Wise Men, we may need to lie to Herod, so he doesn’t come and kill it!


It’s been kind of a new world around here since the hurricane. For all that was lost, something was also gained.

 
It’s been kind of a new world since the election, as though reason and science and tolerance itself won. Or at least were given a reprieve.


It’s been a new world since the tragedy in Connecticut. It is as though taking care of children and not letting crazy people hurt us suddenly became a national urgency. And by “crazy people” I don’t mean just the violently mentally ill, but those who are lost in their own political and social paranoia.


If I’m wrong and we don’t see “more light” this Christmas, then well, we will go on, continue living on its promise, celebrating that the world once more is at least, in some small sense turning, slowly, barely perceptibly, toward the light.

