
A Certain Slant of Light: the Physics of Incarniatiol~ 

I a111 grateful that my Bible School homiletics teacher of thirty years ago is not 
in the congregation this morning, for I am about to violate many of the principles 
he taught us. My sermon-writing this time began, not with a Scripture text as it 
should, but with the sermon title. And that co~nes from a poem by Emily 
Dickinson which begins: 

There's a certain slant of light, 
On winter aliternoons, 
That oppresses, like the heft 
Of cathedral tunes. 

Heavenly hurt it gives us; 
We can find no scar, 
But internal difference 
Where the ~neanings are. 

The first time I ever read that poem, I recognized that heavenly hurt: 1: used lo 
call it the Sunday evening blues because that's whelr it often struck me. It's an 
irresistible mixture of Sehnszlcht and Angst, longing and terror, an appropriate 
response to the glimpses of holy mystery we are sometimes granted. 

My next holniletical sin is to come before you, !..rot with an obvious 
outline that marches nicely toward direct answers and instructions, but tvith a 
kind of thinking aloud about difGculties I haven't worked througl~ yet. It is 
my prayer that somehow, through my moth-like anxious circling around the 
light I'm afraid to get to close to, you may receive some heavenly hurt that 
will make an ""internal difference where the meanings are," perhaps not today, 
but so~netiane when it's needed. 
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Having opened the door to poetry as it were, poem after poem walked 
in, delllanding aaeration, flaunting images of light, and claimingto shed light on 
those images of light. The more 1 tried to find some other topic,, the stronger 
was the compulsion to face, after lo~rg evasion, that daunting statement Jesus 
makes in the Ser111on on the Mount: "You are the Bight of the world. . . . Let 
your light shine before others, so that they nnay see your good works and give 
glory to your Father in heaven." 

That command (or is it an obsewation?) has always caused me trouble, 
It has usually been quoted as an imperative to witness, an activity strongly 
encouraged, even organized, by the churches I have been past of. Unfofiunately, 
for me it Iias ~lsually meant specific methods, such as door-to-door selling, or 
giving testimo~lies at "outreach events," or colmfrom~ting people with tracts. 
Being neither outgoi~~g nor a natural salesperson, I find such definitions of 
witnessing scaly, evela though I ki~ow that many people's lives have been 
changed by such methods. Even as a child H felt uneasy singing that little 
chorus, "This little light of mine, I"m going to let it shine." I was never sure I 
had a light wosth shining or a salvatioa~ worth selling. 

Quite pmbably I also cringed at "You are the light of the world," because 
of the equation between light and truth, and ligi?L and God. ""God is light," we 
are told, "and in him is no darkness at all." That is not necessarily colnfolting. 
T personally prefer to hide in some shadows. Light is not an unambiguously 
good thing, not whell you have a migraine headache or a ha~~gover. Truth can 
be just as much of an assault on the vuhaerable. What 1 was taught in the 
church and at home was truth. It divided the world into good and bad, into 
black and white. Everything H was told about God was truth, fact, and it was 
all unambiguous, unnegotiable. If h learned those facts correctly and if 1 believed 
those facts I would be saved. Those facts also included some very specific 
instructiol~s about how to live, how to dress, what not to do. To fail to fo'ollow 
those ins"cuctions was to walk in darkness all the way to hell. To this trelth - to 
this unbending, glarillg light- I was to witness? 

No doubt my urrderstanding of truth and of witnessilmg to that truth was 
thoroughly skewed. A11 those preachers I remel~~ber could not possibly have 
meant what I often heard. Nevertheless, to find my way out ofthe difficulties 
with "you are the light of the world," I turned, not to the usual Christian 
authorities, but to poets and to the pril~ciples of physics. About poetry I 



understand somethitmg, about physics I understand very little. And I understand 
even less about that scary story of Moses9 personal meeting with Y a h e h ,  the 
Cod of light. Yet, feckless fool that I am, out ofthese three - poetry, physics, 
and story - I hope to translate glare into glory and to turn witnessing as 
salesmanship into witllessing as incarnation. 

The first thing that physics tells us about light is that it can be reflected. Rays 
of light strike a shiny surface and bounce off again at the same angle. The 
shinier and the more impenetrable the surface, the better the reflection. Tf God 
is light, and if we are to be the ""lgl~t of the then that would mean we 
act as reflectors, mirrors of the Father of Eights. 

The stony in Exodus seems to endorse the mirroring process. "Whelm 
Moses came down from Mount Sinai [where he had asked to see the glory of 
God], he was not aware that his face was radiant because he had spoken with 
the LORD. When Aarolr and all the Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant, 
and they were afraid to come near him." Hence, the veil. In the nmost popular 
interpretation of this stoay, one that Paul picks up again in 2 Cor. 3 where he 
declares that under the new covenant we will all ""reflect the Lord's glory9' 
with ""ulaveiled faces," Moses's veil is designed to hide the reflected glory of 
God, which is too intense, too terrifying for the Israelites to face. 

The glory of God as unbearable glare. Human beings cannot tolerate 
too nnuch Bight, because they are tinged with darkness. All through the Old 
Testament, the Shekillah Glory of God appears only intemiwentlgi, veiled in 
cloud, shrouded in smoke, concealed beliind a h e r v  curtain- always dal~gerous. 
Wl~en Moses daringly demands to see the glory of God, God replies, ""No one 
may see me and live." Moses had to be hidden in a rock and shielded by 
Cod's lmand and allowed only a brief glance at the glory already gone by. To 
quote Emily Dickinson again, 

Tell alE the truth but tell it slant 
Success in circuit lies 
Too bright for our iizfirm deligilt 
The truth's superb surprise 

As lightning to the children eased 
With explanation kind 



Tlae truth must dazzle graduaiiy 
Or every man be blind 

And we are to be mirrors to reflect the dangerous light of truth? The 
mirror image makes me uneasy. You see, the virtue of a mirror lies in its 
impenetrability. Light remains external to the mirror; if it is a good mirror, it 
will transmit the light unchanged, perhaps even intelssified and iiarrowed. Any 
miscl-tievous child (of wl~atever age) knows wl-tat to do with a mirror and a 
light. Mirrors are hard, superficial, essentially interchangeable with any other 
mirror, 

Margaret Ahvood, in one of her more angry poems about the relationship 
between men and women, pictures the role of a young woman as that of a 
mirror to her egocentric male partner who wants only to have himself reflected 
back to him, larger than life. "Mirrors are the perfect lovers," the woman 
mutters bitterly, and then rebelliously cries out, 'There is Inore to a mirror / 
than you looking at / your full-length body / Ra\vless but reversed, 1 .  . . Think 
about the frame. / The frame is carved, it is impol-tant, / it exists, it does not 
reflect you, / . . . it has limits and reflections of its own. /'There's a nail in the 
back / to hang it with; there are several nails, / think about the nails, / pay 
attention to the nail / marks in the wood, /they are impodant too." 

Atwood here writes beyolad her original illtention to expose narcissistic 
exploitation in relatioaaships. Her insight that a mirror is more than reflection 
leads her to the meaa-ting of suffering and to the importance of God-given 
individuality The reference to the laail marks catches our breath, Did Christ 
reflect, mirror-like, the glory of God? Or did he, framed 111 hulnala flesh, have 
"liimits and reflections" of his omn? What about that frame, with its nail marks? 
When truth, told slant, enters the framework, is reflection alone adeqilate to 
explain what happens? 

Once again, 9 turn to physics for help. You see, unless light is slanted or bent in 
soarme way we cannot see it at all. And when light is bent, as it is by earth's 
atmosphere, broken into wavelengths or refracted, it reveals colour. Pure light 
holds all color within it and Is forever on the verge of breaking into color at the 
slightest change of angle and imperfectio~a of surface. And color has always 
had a tendelley tobvard beauty and design. Color intrinsically means something 
(even computer-generated attempts at randomness turn out to become infinitely 
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receding designs), a d  the play of color touches solnetl~ing deep witlain us - 
"heavenly hurt it gives us . . . where the meanings are." Prisms, rainbows, 
diamolads, dew-drops. We are altracted by possibility, by variety, by infinite 
color and design. Light is thus the opposite of black which absorbs all colors 
and makes tlleln disappear. Conibrmity is not godliness! Black holes in space 
are pure ~lotlainglless and absorb Into nothingness whatever nears them. 

To return then to the Light of the World - to the very origin of Light 
that in the beginning stood against chaos and formlessness and black holes - 
11ow was the Glory of God to be revealed to shadowy and shadowed human 
beings with weak eyes? Through i~lcar~~ation - the prism of human flesh. We 
cannot see pure light u11Pess it be broken. As W.B. Yeats once observed through 
the persona of a derelict old wornall named Crazy Jane, ""Nothing can be sole 
or whole . . . / That has not been rent." The One who is Light has been 
broken, refracted through the hunlanity and suffering of Jesus. Unbearable 
light has been turned into flesh with its shadows and edges and curves and 
opacity. Holiness enfleshed, made touchable. Glory refracted painfuIly into 
goodness. 

When iS/loses, desperate in his need for God's presence, dema~~ded to 
see the glory of God, God's reply was not only the warning, "'No one can see 
my face and live," but also, " h i l l  make my goodness pass before you." 
There is a possibiliv, 1 aln told by a sclaolar of the Old Testament, that the 
Hebrew word that has always been &anslated "radiance" could mean disfigured. 
Moses is indeed marked indelibly by his encounter wit11 glory even though, or 
perl~aps especially because, the glomy has been refracted into goodness. Divine 
goodness leaves nothing the same as it was. The veil hides the burnt face of 
Moses, which the people co~lld not look at. Likewise Jesus is scarred by his 
change from glory into goodness, beco~nillg the suffering servant the prophets 
described as one from whom we wouPd hide our faces. 

What does it mean for us to let our light shine? "Not carving a candle as 
I once thought, some light outside of myself, leaving me untouched and others 
blinded. The mirror image will not do - unless we take into full accou~~t  the 
brokenness of the one we are to reflect. The '"ruth must dazzie gradually" 
and the Iight be slanted through us, tlarouglm the cracks and disfiguren~e~~ts and 
broken edges, what glass workers or potters call crazing. Look not to be an 
untouched, unmoved mirror. Aspire rather to be what poet George Herbert 



called "a brittle, crazy glass" that will refract the Eight of the World into a 
patiern of beauty, a design of goodness, that only you can produce - so that 
"others may see your good deeds and give glory to your Father in laeaven." 

There is a third plrysical quality of light for which I have no object. Tlie 
plrysics of incar~~atioan has no easy syinbol. I feel as if I walk in w s t e r y  here, 
a mystery H have o111y glimpsed briefly, but neither understood nor lived. Light 
can be reflected; it can be refracted. It also radiates - but this cha~iges us from 
an object, a mirror or a prism, to a source. Did not Christ say, "You are the 
light of the world?" 

Radiate - that means to emit light from a center. We've come to use the 
picture of rays of light streaming out from a central source to describe people 
who radiate joy or life or love. Ifwe return to our story of Moses we read that 
"his face was radiant," somethi~rg he was not even aware of. "His face was 
radiant because he had spoken with the LOW." He calls the people to come 
to laim and not to be afraid. After he speaks with them, he puts the veil on his 
face. This process is apparently repeated: ""Whenever Moses entered the 
LORD'S presence to speak with him, he removed the veil u~ltil he came out. 
And when he came out and toId the Israelites what lie had been commanded, 
they saw that his face was radiant. Then Moses would put the veil back over 
his face until he went in to speak with the LORD." Why the veil? Some 
suggest that it was to conceal from the people the fading il~lrer light, which 
needed a re-encomter with tlae God of glory to be rekilidled. 

The central teaching of the gospels and the epistles is that Christ is in 
us. Already in Ezekiel comes the poignant promise, " h i l l  remove from you 
your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh." Such an inner tra~rsformation 
is possible because Jesus first laid aside his glory and took on a heart of flesh 
within a body of flesh- lightltruth incarnated, translated into goodness made 
known in suffering, ultimately on the cross. Having come down illto humani% 
Jesus then begins the process of drawing hurnanily up into God: "hi tl ask 
the Father and he will give you allother Cou~~selor to be with you forever - the 
Spirit of truth. . . . you know him, for he lives with and will be in you . . . . In 
that day you will realize that 1 am in my Father, and you are in me and I am in 
g/ou." Thus Paul could describe his experience as "'I have been crucified with 
Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I 
live by faith in the Son of God," 



We have too often, I think, understood that teaching to mean a negation 
of the self that we were truly meant to be. We have thought mirrors, mtl~inl<ing, 
bomncers-back of light that ill themselves are notl~ing and are practically 
indistinguishable from one another. Vc'e have forgotien about tlie frame with 
its own nail marks. ""The life I live in the body9' means ilacamation. Spirit lived 
through the flesh, the padicular bodies of each of us. Prisms refracti~lg Light 
and becoming sources of light, each one a unique, colorful, radiant "yes" flung 
against the blackness of nothingless and meaningless confo~mity. 

Let me turn again to the congregatio~~ of poets for help, this time Gerard 
Manley It-Iopkins, a man of God who initially thought that his entrance into 
holy orders meant giving up his gifk of poetiy and becoming a priest like other 
priests, That surely was the expected denial of self and proper service. Only 
after years of suffering through the suppression of what God had given him b~ 
the first place did he recover the freedom to write. Out of his struggle to 
ullderstalld the mealling of grace, out of his descents into depression and 
despair, comes his particular voice, not quite like any other poet's, yet akin to 
that of the Psalmists who gave us their ullvarnished experiences of the Holy 
One. Hopkins's unique contribution is his powerful belief that each person, 
each arrimal, each thing is highly il-idividualimed and different from all other 
things, so much so that each object is to Iiim almost a separate species and the 
world is full of selves, each with its own kallique God-given essence. ""The 
world is charged with the gra~ldeur of God," he declares in his most famous 
poem. In another poem, he turns selfillto a verb -selves, an action that each 
of us does by letting the intnost being ring out like a bell. In his journal he 
wrote, "all things therefore are charged with God, alld if we know how to 
touch them give off sparks and take fire, yield drops and flow, ring and tell of 
Hian." 

Here is that same insight, in poetry: 

As kingfisl-aers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame; 
As tumbled over rim in roundy weils 
Stones ring; like each hcked string tells, each hung bell's 
Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name; 
Each mol-tal thing does one thing and the same: 
Deals out that being indoors each one dwells; 



Selves -goes itse%c ~ y s e v i t  speaks and spells, 
Crying What Ido  is nze:for that Icauze. 

I say more: the just man justices; 
Keeps grace: that keeps all his goings graces; 
Acts in God's eye what in God's eye he is - 
Christ - for Christ plays in ten thorrsand places, 
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his 
To the Father through the features of men's faces. 

- Gerard Manley Hopkikins (1 882) 

That final picture of God as the audience in a theatre in avl~ich Christ plays 
himself in other people's bodies deligltts me. Imagine: you and 1 are actors in a 
divine comedy, improvising with others, revealillg Christ within us to the 
applause of God and all the other hulnan actors who have already completed 
all their scenes. So~nehow that reduces the terror and dread seriousness of "kt 
your Iight so shine before others." May I paraphrase, "let your colors so play 
before all audiences that they too miill join in''? 

Reflection, refraction, radiance -the physics of incarnation really implies 
all three. Since 1 have been made into a new creation with Christ in the very 
center of me, what li need to do is to live out of that center, looking up always 
to the source of Light. Mirrors and prisms do only what they are. They selve 
- what they do is be. Let your light so shine - keep grace - keep aII, your 
goings graces - act in  God's eye what ira God's eye you are -the light of the 
world. 
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