
 

 

 

 

Ahem. 

 

Lutefisk. 

 

I bet a few of you are imagining that Christmasy smell just hearing the word. Lutefisk. 

 

But for those of you who did not have the great fortune of walking into your aunt’s 

house on Christmas Eve and meeting the festive aroma of fish and chemicals – let me 

explain. Lutefisk is a Scandinavian dish, made of dried cod soaked in lye. Yum yum. It’s 

close enough to toxic – but important enough to tradition – that Wisconsin’s workplace 

safety laws specifically exempt lutefisk from the list of toxic substances. It’s an ancient 

dish, passed down for hundreds of years, and Americans of Scandinavian heritage still 

eat it at Christmas for some reason. Maybe because of that stereotypical Scandinavian 

stubbornness? I mean, my aunt made it every year even though nobody ate it. 

 

We know that lutefisk is strange even in the little pockets of America where it’s 

traditional and churches still have lutefisk night; Minnesota gift shops sell mugs that say 

things like “Lutefisk recipe: 1.) Take one lutefisk. 2) Get rid of it.” and parking signs 

reading: “Norwegian parking only. Violaters will be served a lutefisk dinner!” 

 

But in Scandinavian history, lutefisk makes perfect sense. The medieval Scandinavians 

had to come up with as many ways as possible to preserve food for the long, cold Nordic 

winters. We complain about how early it gets dark here in the winter, but in northern 

Norway, winters come with less than five hours of daylight. Snowbanks can get as tall as 

people. So in the times before snowplows and refrigerators and delivery pizza – how did 

people survive those winter months? With foods that were pickled, smoked, or 

chemically preserved. Lutefisk started out as a way of overcoming a world that was very 

cold and very dark. 

 

So here’s a question I bet you never thought you’d get asked in church: What does 

lutefisk have to do with the beautiful, poetic opening verses of the Gospel of John? 

 

Well, we might say that the Gospel of John is also about overcoming a cold, dark world. 

I once saw a painting based on these verses, and it was basically a black background 

with a little light shining in the center. And that made sense to me. The first chapter of 

John describes a world of darkness and confusion: the world that doesn’t know its own 

Creator; who didn’t accept the messiah and God who walked among them; a world that 

seems to keep choosing, over and over again, to turn away from the light of life. 
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But even as it describes this darkness, this chapter reminds us of God and God’s 

promises: God created us. God sent us messengers. God came to us. God gives us 

“power to become children of God.” God gives us “grace upon grace.” 

 

“The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” 

 

And then as the book continues, it shows us these poetic images and promises in action. 

It shows us Jesus going into the darkness of the world and bringing light. Jesus 

encounters the darkness of the world – all those dark things that we are too familiar 

with: disease, injury, hunger, religious hypocrisy and political corruption; death – even a 

party that runs out of wine.  

 

And Jesus shines the light of God into all these dark places.  Jesus heals and hands out 

food and tells the leaders what’s what and shares the good news of the love of God with 

those who need to hear it most. 

 

So if we’re reading the Gospel of John as a book that tells us how to make it through 

when the world seems so dark and confusing, the first and greatest thing it teaches is: 

God is with us. We are not alone in the darkness and the confusion – and God will send 

us light. 

 

But there is a second lesson, too.  And it’s hinted at already in the first chapter of John, 

when it says: “To all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to 

become children of God.” And so we who believe, we no longer walk in darkness and 

confusion–  

 

OK, wait let’s be real here. We do still walk in darkness and confusion. We hear the 

news, and we know the world is still full of violence and greed and corruption; we look 

at our families and friends and see that our relationships are still sometimes marked by 

trials and sin; we look at ourselves, and we know that a lot of the time we’re not sure 

we’re following God’s will, even when we’re trying to. Even as children of God, we live 

in all that darkness and confusion John describes.  

 

But, we have a light.  

 

As children of God, we have a light within us, and in the people around us; we have a 

light in the Church and in the Bible; we have a light in the Holy Spirit present with us. 

And this light does all those things the kids listed for us during the children’s sermon: 

helping us feel safe in God’s hands; guiding our way; empowering us; giving us joy. 

 

 



 

We have that light – not only for ourselves, but for the world. That’s part of what it 

means to be given the “power to become children of God.” We bear the light of Christ 

for other people. Jesus told his disciples, just before he was about to be crucified, then 

resurrected before ascending back to God – so basically, right before Jesus of Nazareth 

was going to leave them, he said to his disciples: “The light is with you for a little 

longer...While you have the light, believe in the light, so that you may become children 

of the light” (John 12:35-36). 

 

I think it’s like Jesus was saying: Be like glow-in-the-dark stars and solar-powered 

lamps – soak up my big, bright light while I’m still here with you, so that you can keep 

shining that light after I’m gone. 

 

And that way, his disciples could keep overcoming the darkness and the cold of the 

world, even after he was gone. 

 

And, his disciples could pass that light on to more people, and to the next generation, 

and the next generation, and on and on, to us. And we today can still overcome the 

darkness and cold of the world with the light of Christ. 

 

How do we shine that light? How do we overcome all that darkness? 

 

Your ELCA World Hunger insert tells the story of the Lutheran women’s education 

center in Guatemala, which gives women from rural areas of the country a chance to get 

an education, learn some skills, and then later return to their community and make it a 

better place. To bring healthcare and gardening and masonry and hope. 

 

How do we shine the light? How do we overcome all the darkness? 

 

Just a few weeks ago, a huge number of you showed up here on a Saturday morning in 

the busiest of seasons, filled up boxes with food and shampoo and toothpaste until they 

got super heavy, and then drove them out to the houses of total strangers so that they 

could have a better Christmas. 

 

How do we shine the light? How do we overcome all the darkness? 

 

While the media would have us believe that liberals and conservatives are like two 

different species that will always be at each other’s throats, in this church we cover the 

spectrum from right of Republican to left of Democrat, and we talk together about 

what’s going on in the world, and we see things differently, and we love each other.  

 

How do we shine the light? How do we overcome all the darkness? 



 

Every week I hear the people of this congregation check up on one another, pray for one 

another, encourage one another. You bring meals to one another when times are hard. 

You visit one another in the hospital. (Especially Jeff.) 

 

This, my friends, is the Holy Spirit working through us, guiding us in paths of wisdom 

and love, filling us with light for our lives and light to share with the world. 

 

And the light shines in the darkness. And the darkness does not overcome it.  


