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O oriens, splendor lucis aeternae et sol justitiae

O Rising Sun, splendour of eternal light and Sun of Justice
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The present work started with a remark about Muslims. I mentioned how 
impressive it was to see Muslims lay down their mats and pray facing Mecca in 
Abidjan airport in West Africa. A confrere replied that if early Christians came 
to earth today, they might well make the initial mistake of identifying Muslims 
as their coreligionists, since early Christians prostrated themselves and faced 
eastwards when they prayed. I started exploring what seemed a potent symbol, 
collecting related ideas such as Christ returning from the east, and the eastern 
location of the garden of Eden, only to discover that a list of such related ideas was 
drawn up by St John Damascene in the eighth century, and was readily available 
on Eastern Orthodox websites.1 It also became clear that Christian sun symbolism 
has deeper roots in the Bible and in tradition than orientation to the east, and 
yet solar motifs hardly figure in recent Catholic theology and spirituality. Then, 
at the conclave where he was elected pope, Francis declared that the church had 
forgotten the patristic symbol of a lunar church that receives its light from the sun.2 
I could find no general book on Christ and the light of the sun. Hence this work.

In That They May Face the Rising Sun, John McGahern places a complex of 
Christian sun symbolism at the heart of a novel set in rural Catholic Ireland. A 
twilight graveyard scene where several of the principal characters in the book are 
assembled gives the work its name. They are digging a fresh grave in an ancient 
graveyard, bordering a ruined abbey, when Patrick Ryan notices that they have 
dug the grave in the wrong direction. The head is in the east. ‘I kind of knew as 
soon as we saw the bones.’ When the fault is put right one of the others asks him 
whether it makes any difference that the deceased’s head now lies in the west. ‘It 
makes every difference, lad, or it makes no difference.’ He explains:

‘He sleeps with his head in the west … So that when he wakes he may face the 
rising sun.’ Looking from face to face and drawing himself to his full height, 
Patrick Ryan stretched his arm dramatically towards the east. ‘We look to the 
resurrection of the dead.’

The shadow from the abbey now stretched beyond the open grave, but the 
rose-window in the west pulsed with light, sending out wave after wave of carved 
shapes of light towards that part of the sky where the sun would rise.

‘You never lost it, Patrick’, Jamesie said.

INTRODUCTION
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‘You never lost it, Patrick’ plays at two levels – the character’s theatrical gifts 
and the persistence of the past. The final word is given to another gravedigger, 
John Quinn: ‘It’d nearly make you start to think.’3 Where did this Christian sun 
symbolism come from? How did it weaken without disappearing? In Part I, we 
address these two questions. In Part II, we ask: how can we re-activate a largely 
dormant pattern of symbols in a technological and urban world quite different 
from the world we see disappearing in John McGahern’s elegiac novel?

Notes

1	 For example, Orthodoxprayer. Available online: https://www.orthodoxprayer.org/
Facing%20East.html (accessed 28 December 2020).

2	 Gerard O’Connell, The Election of Pope Francis: An Inside Account of the Conclave 
That Changed History (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2019), p. 154.

3	 John McGahern, That They May Face the Rising Sun (London: Faber and Faber, 2009), 
pp. 296–7.

https://www.orthodoxprayer.org/Facing%20East.html
https://www.orthodoxprayer.org/Facing%20East.html
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Light and darkness

The light of the sun

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a 
formless void and the darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from 
God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, ‘Let there be light’; and 
there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the 
light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness he called 
Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.

(Gen. 1.1-5)

God made the two great lights – the greater light to rule the day and the lesser 
light to rule the night – and the stars … And God saw that it was good. And 
there was evening and there was morning, the fourth day.

(Gen. 1.16-19)

In these passages from Genesis, and in the Old Testament in general, light and 
sun are good and created by God. They are intimately connected without being 
identical. Light is daylight – ‘God called the light Day’ – and comes from the sun – 
‘Why is one day more important than another, when all the daylight in the year is 
from the sun’ (Ecclus 33.7)? All the same, the Genesis account has the sun created 
three days later than light, probably to rule out idolatrous sun worship. The sun 
is not divine but a creature serving God’s purposes as ‘the greater light to rule the 
day’ determining the diurnal rhythms that mark the lives of humans and animals 
(Ps. 104.20-23).

In possibly the first writing of the New Testament, Paul encourages his readers 
in the Greek port city of Thessalonica: ‘You are all children of light and children 
of the day; we are not of the night or of darkness’ (1 Thess. 5.5). His readers 
were mostly recent Greek converts, and Paul was not presuming that they had a 
deep knowledge of the Hebrew scriptures. There are no parallels in Greek texts 
for Paul’s expression ‘children of the day’1 which seems to be an expression he 
coined meaning ‘day people’ or ‘children of daylight’.2 His Greek readers will have 

Chapter 1
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understood it in terms of their daily experience of daylight and sparkling created 
sunlight. According to Paul, for Christians to avoid wrongdoing is, metaphorically, 
to live in daylight (Rom. 13.13) and to wake up into daylight is to cultivate joy and 
thankfulness (1 Thess. 5.16-18), with the risen Christ shining on them (Eph. 5.14). 
For the peoples of the ancient Middle East, the sky was fascinating, populated with 
heavenly bodies seen as living beings and often as gods. By New Testament times, 
however, the divinity of the sun was not an issue for the Jewish world the converts 
of Thessalonica had entered, and when the Jewish Christians addressed by James 
looked upwards at the sky, they saw the sun and other ‘lights’ as changing, created 
things in contrast to the unchanging ‘Father of lights’ (Jas 1.17).

Two varieties of darkness

In the Genesis narrative, light is brought into existence from the primaeval chaos; 
like darkness, it is part of creation.3 Both light and darkness provided metaphors 
to talk about God with light the dominant motif. God wears light like a piece of 
clothing (Ps. 104.2), light dwells with him (Dan. 2.22), and his brightness is ‘like the 
sun’ (Hab. 3.4). While light is positive, darkness has two connotations, one positive 
and the other negative. Moses draws near to the thick darkness where God is (Exod. 
20.21) and God speaks from a cloud (Exod. 24.16). ‘Clouds and thick darkness 
are all around him; righteousness and justice are the foundations of his throne’  
(Ps. 97.2). This positive darkness complements the primary symbolism of light. 
It was not a major theme in the New Testament, but was taken up in Christian 
theology, in Origen for instance, who would talk about a ‘good darkness’, and in 
Dionysius the Areopagite and John of the Cross. A second metaphor is of darkness 
as evil and ignorance: ‘The way of the wicked is like deep darkness’ (Prov. 4.19). ‘The 
wise have eyes in their head, but fools walk in darkness’ (Eccl. 2.14). This negative 
darkness is the primary metaphor of darkness in the New Testament, where created 
light is a metaphor to express the very nature of God who ‘dwells in unapproachable 
light’ (1 Tim. 6.16) and in whom ‘there is no darkness at all’ (1 Jn 1.5).

God and the sun

Sun worship

The Old Testament expresses belief established at the time of the Babylonian 
captivity, after 598 bce, in Yahweh as the only God, the Creator we see in Genesis. 
This belief was the result of a long process of development through various forms 
of polytheism. Yahweh was not identified with the physical sun4 which is itself 
to offer worship: ‘Praise him, sun and moon;/praise him, all you shining stars’  
(Ps. 148.3). When Joshua gives the sun orders – ‘Sun, stand still at Gibeon, and Moon, 
in the valley of Aijalon’ (Josh. 10.12-13) – it obeys. Sun worship was, nevertheless, an 
issue. For Jeremiah, the bones of practitioners should be exhumed and scattered like 
dung to bake under the sun they have worshipped (Jer. 8.1-2), while Ezekiel inveighs 
against those who turn their backs to the Temple to prostrate themselves before the 
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rising sun (Ezek. 8.16-18). Heavenly bodies were so fascinating that they could be 
a source of temptation: ‘And when you look up to the heavens and see the sun, the 
moon, and the stars, all the host of heaven, do not be led astray and bow down to 
them and serve them’ (Deut. 4.19). Examining his conscience, Job asks himself: ‘If I 
have looked at the sun / when it shone, / or the moon moving in splendour, / and my 
heart has been secretly enticed, / and my mouth has kissed my hand’ (Job 31.26-27).

Yahweh and solar motifs

Sometimes, however, God seems to be identified with the sun: ‘The Lord came 
from Sinai, / And dawned from Seir upon us; / He shone forth from Mount Paran’ 
(Deut. 33.2). Israel gradually took over motifs from various cults, including solar 
cults, and applied them to Yahweh. Shamash, a Mesopotamian sun god, was a 
source of light, warmth and justice. In the Babylonian Shamash Hymn, he is the 
all-seeing eye and the guardian of justice whose ‘beams are ever mastering secrets’: 
‘The meek, the weak, the oppressed, the submissive,/ Daily, ever, and always come 
before you.’5 Israel transferred solar epithets and images from Shamash to Yahweh, 
without identifying the two deities. The result is a God of justice who is not literally 
solar, but who is described figuratively using the light and sun he created – ‘For 
the Lord God is a sun and shield’ (Ps. 84.11). The glory of the sun was a source of 
wonder. In Psalm 19, the sun is a marvel that ‘comes out like a bridegroom from 
his wedding canopy, and like a strongman runs its course with joy’ (Ps. 19.5). The 
people of Israel in turn can shine with reflected light: ‘Arise, shine; for your light 
has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you’ (Isa. 60.1).

This solar religiosity was part of the general culture of the Middle East, from 
the late Bronze Age (c. 1600–1200 bce) when solar language for monarchs and for 
divinities spread from New Kingdom Egypt to other areas including Israel.6 There 
were solar themes in both Canaanite and Mesopotamian cults. Probably, they were 
applied first to human rulers; the just ruler ‘is like the light of morning, like the 
sun rising on a cloudless morning, gleaming from the rain on the grassy land’  
(2 Sam. 23.3b-4). In a second step, they were applied to pagan deities, and 
eventually to Yahweh7: ‘Restore us, O God of hosts; let your face shine, that we 
may be saved’ (Ps. 80.7). There may have been a solar cult in the Jerusalem Temple 
itself (see 2 Kgs 23.5, 11 and Ezek. 8.16). Perhaps the sun was reverenced as a being 
in the host of heaven or even for a time with parallel cults of Shamash and Yahweh 
in the Temple.8 Whatever the details of the process, the result was a non-solar 
Yahweh described with appropriated sun metaphors.

The Sun of Justice (Malachi 4.2)

Sun and justice

‘But for you who revere my name the sun of righteousness [justice] shall rise, with 
healing in his wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall’ (Mal. 4.2).9 
This verse from the sixth-century prophet Malachi was taken up with enthusiasm 
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by early Christians, at the latest from the third century, and applied to Jesus the 
Messiah. Now, sometimes expressions come loose from their moorings in a literary 
text and take on a life of their own, as with ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous 
fortune’ in Shakespeare’s Hamlet.10 A biblical example is Yahweh treading the 
winepress in anger in Isa. 63.3 which detached itself from its original context and 
lodged in the American consciousness figuring, for example, in the Battle Hymn 
of the Republic and in John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath. Did something 
similar happen to Mal. 4.2 since, in its original meaning, the verse was not 
messianic? It seems not. Christians were tapping into a vibrant visual tradition and 
into Old Testament currents of thought where God is associated with a holistic or 
connective conception of justice, establishing and defending right order in areas as 
diverse as law, wisdom, nature, cult and kingship.11 Israel used solar symbolism to 
link law with light, in such a way that divine judging and saving were two sides of 
a single coin. Christians turned to Malachi’s ‘Sun of Justice’, with its rich symbolic 
connections, to express a messianic eschatology of God breaking into the present 
world healing and transforming it.

To understand these symbolic connections, we look to Egypt. Many of the 
psalms are close to Egyptian beliefs that spread throughout the ancient Middle 
East, that God promotes justice, intervening against enemies. Ps. 104.20-30 shares 
features with the Egyptian Great Hymn to Aten.12 In the Egyptian worldview, 
human flourishing, and indeed cosmic order, was tied to the sun’s successful 
completion of its daily course. The Egyptian pharaoh was the priest of Ra, the 
sun god, and Ra’s power was expressed in the setting and the rising of the sun. 
In Exod. 10.21 a darkness descends on Pharaoh’s Egypt. A modern comparison 
might be an oil slick or a black hole where light is not simply absent but eaten up.13 
In the middle of the fourteenth century bce, the Pharaoh Akhenaten introduced 
a dramatic but ill-fated reform. Instead of being one god among others, the sun 
god was effectively the only God, exercising his power over everything through 
light and time. He is, however, completely outside worldly processes, with nothing 
to do with justice, and wholly unaffected by human rituals. It is easy to see why 
the reform was rejected – more than half of the many hymns that we have from 
ancient Egypt are hymns to the sun. The fear was not just that at some point during 
the day the sun would stop, but that the fundamental structure of reality would 
fall apart. The ancient Egyptians saw the world in terms of cosmic solidarity.  
Ma’at – justice or righteousness – was personified as a goddess who goes forth 
from the sun god and fills the world with life and light. In Psalm 85 righteousness 
will appear from on high and walk before Yahweh, just as the goddess Ma’at walks 
in front of the Egyptian sun god (Ps. 85.11-13).14 While Israel inherited a link 
between the cosmic and the personal that originated in Egypt, a striking difference 
between the religion of Israel and that of Egypt, Babylon, or Persia is that Israel 
had little interest in detailed cosmological speculations.15 Israel’s interest was 
intensely inter-personal. This is something that marked its whole engagement with 
the symbolism of sun and light.

Another influence on Mal. 4.2 coming originally from Egypt was the winged 
solar disc.16 This object combined the imagery of a bird (an eagle or falcon) and 



1. Scripture 9

the sun, looming large in Akhenaten’s solar religiosity.17 It arrived in Syria in the 
eighteenth century bce, subsequently spreading throughout the Near East.18 There 
is clear archaeological evidence of the disc in Israel and no evidence of opposition 
to it. As is often the case with material culture, the symbol is polyvalent. The 
translation of Mal. 4.2 can read ‘in his wings’ or ‘in his rays’. ‘Rays’ underscores 
the solar character of the symbol, while ‘wings’ expresses the movement and 
speed evoked by the image, and in the Bible wings are generally seen as protective: 
‘Guard me as the apple of the eye; hide me in the shadow of your wings’ (Ps. 17.8).

Justice and healing

Although the expression ‘sun of justice/righteousness’ is unique to Malachi, he 
was employing symbolism familiar to his audience. ‘Healing’ meant promoting 
cosmic, bodily, social and religious well-being.19 The word-picture of the solar disc 
also expressed an association of the morning sun with healing in an epiphany of 
God as the just vindicator of the innocent: ‘Then your light shall break forth like 
the dawn, / and your healing shall spring up quickly; / your vindicator shall go 
before you, / the glory of the Lord shall be your rearguard’ (Isa. 58.8). Whether 
Malachi wanted the sun to refer primarily to God himself or to his intervention 
on the Day of the Lord is unclear.20 While he was not referring to a messianic 
figure, he looked forward to a dramatic reversal of present circumstances, when 
the moral mist would clear, and the People of the Covenant would be gloriously 
vindicated: ‘You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall.’ In one of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, written in New Testament times, there are the same connections 
between sun and justice and final triumph: ‘As smoke disappears, and no longer 
exists, so will evil disappear for ever. And justice will be revealed like a sun which 
regulates the world.’21 When, 200 years later, Egyptian Christians in Alexandria 
sensed evocative potential in Malachi’s ‘Sun of Justice’, they were tapping into a 
symbol with a deep past and probably multiple continuing connections to their 
contemporary culture.

Christ, light and sun

A light shining in the darkness

In the Fourth Gospel, there is an interplay between the symbols of light and darkness 
and motifs of wisdom, word and glory. While for the later Gnostics the created 
world is a zone of evil darkness from which they sought deliverance, for John there 
is no such disjunction between creation and salvation. He was probably close to 
the thought-world of the Essenes who produced the Qumran scrolls, where light 
and darkness symbolize two opposed moral realms of good and evil.22 For John, 
and for the New Testament in general, darkness is not a symbol for the mystery of 
God, as it was in the darkness in Exodus, nor for creation as such, but for sin and 
ignorance. The created world is good and natural light is good but in Jesus we are 
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in the presence of a higher divine light that demands a personal response, a radical 
conversion of life seen as turning away from darkness. To be in his presence is to 
be faced with urgent choices – ‘The light is with you for a little longer. Walk while 
you have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake you. If you walk in the 
darkness, you do not know where you are going’ (Jn 12.35). When John narrates 
the healing of the man born blind, a model of a believer opening to the Light, the 
Feast of Tabernacles is in the background (Jn 9.1-41).23 In this feast of water and 
light, for seven days four seven-branched candlesticks illuminated the Court of 
the Women in the Temple for dancing and hymn-singing throughout the night till 
daybreak. Paul speaks with the same urgency as John, with a metaphor of darkness 
fading as dawn approaches: ‘Night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside 
the works of darkness and put on the armour of light; let us live honourably as in 
the day’ (Rom. 13.12-13). John’s and Paul’s readers will have understood light with 
reference to their experience of daylight and nocturnal darkness.

In the Old Testament sapiential tradition, Wisdom is a personified female 
figure expressing poetically attributes of the one God reflecting the eternal light of 
God (Wis. 7.26) opening a way for humans with a light that is superior to natural 
light: ‘She is more beautiful than the sun, / and excels every constellation of the 
stars. / Compared with the light she is found to be superior, / for it is succeeded by 
the night, / but against wisdom evil does not prevail’ (Wis. 7.29-30). John applies 
this Wisdom symbol to the person of Jesus of Nazareth who is the Light.24 The 
Fourth Gospel starts in parallel with the account of creation in Genesis – ‘In the 
beginning was the Word.’25 Just as God created light, his Son comes as the light of 
the world (Jn 8.12; 9.5) with the glory of the eternal God shining forth in his own 
person. Christ shines or radiates majestically, not in an episode as in the synoptic 
accounts of the Transfiguration but globally throughout his ministry.26 John claims 
that ‘we have seen his glory’ (Jn 1.14), a glory Ezekiel compares to the sun rising 
and illuminating the world: ‘And there, the glory of the God of Israel was coming 
from the east; the sound was like the sound of mighty waters; and the earth shone 
with his glory’ (Ezek. 43.2).

Christ the Rising Sun

In the New Testament the metaphor of the sun is secondary. Light symbolism 
abounds while there are only a few, admittedly striking, instances of solar 
symbolism. Some verses from Luke’s Benedictus canticle are particularly evocative: 
‘By the tender mercy of our God, / the dawn [anatole] from on high will break 
upon us / to give light to those who sit in / darkness and in the shadow of death, / 
to guide our feet into the way of peace’ (Lk. 1.78-79). Luke has Zechariah refer to 
Jesus the Messiah as ἀνατολή (anatole) in Greek, a word which can be translated 
as rising sun, dawn or east. Its basic meaning was ‘rising’, and in astronomy and 
geography it referred to the rising of the sun. The two senses of the dawn and 
the east were intertwined, with the precise meaning fluctuating. For example, 
in the Septuagint the usual meaning of anatole is ‘east’. In Zech. 3.8, 6.12, and 
in the rabbinic literature, anatole refers to the Messiah. This usage was based on 
a secondary meaning of the term in Greek as indicating growth or springing  
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up: ‘Here is a man whose name is Branch [Anatole]: for he shall branch out in his 
place, and he shall build the temple of the Lord’ (Zech. 6.12). Even in the Hebrew text 
before it was translated into Greek, the idea of shining was present alongside that 
of sprouting or growing.27 In Luke’s text the messianic and the solar are integrated. 
The Messiah is described as coming from on high, from God’s dwelling place. The 
result is a paradoxical solar image of a sun rising from above.28 The genre of the 
Benedictus, a poetic mosaic of interwoven allusions to biblical and intertestamental 
imagery, provides a biblical warrant for multiple meanings in Lk. 1.78-79, based 
on an indefinitely large range of biblical references.29 Sun, dawn, light, morning, 
illumination, newness, freshness, night, day, and darkness all inevitably figure in 
the reader’s response to the canticle. Whenever there is Christian solar symbolism, 
Lk. 1.78-79 is, as often as not, somewhere in the background.

The shining face of Christ

The author of Ephesians quotes what was probably a very early Christian hymn: 
‘Sleeper, awake! Rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you’ (Eph. 5.14). 
The Old Testament trope of God’s shining face is in the background as well as 
daily sunshine. Those who sang the hymn lived in more intimate connection with 
diurnal rhythms of light and darkness than we do living in our technological world. 
When Paul defends the authenticity of his apostolic ministry in 2 Corinthians, he 
claims he has received an illumination that outstrips the manifestations of divine 
glory in the Old Testament. God is at work in his experience with the same divine 
power he used to create light in the beginning: ‘For it is the God who said, “Let 
light shine out of darkness”, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the 
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ’ (2 Cor. 4.5-6). His light 
experience on the road to Damascus is probably somewhere in the background, 
but Paul is not talking about a literal vision of Jesus.30 Verse 6 evokes the blessing of 
Num. 6.24-26: ‘The Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you. 
/ The Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.’

The shining face of God figures as well in the Transfiguration accounts in the 
synoptic gospels (Mk 9.2-8; Mt. 17.1-9; Lk. 9.28-36): ‘Six days later, Jesus took with 
him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by 
themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, 
and his clothes became dazzling white’ (Mt. 17.1-2). Whatever experience on the 
part of an inner group of apostles may lie behind Matthew’s text, it is not a historical 
narrative like the passion narratives nor modelled on resurrection appearances. 
Matthew (v. 9) calls the experience of the apostles a ‘vision’, but it is not apocalyptic 
like Daniel or the Book of Revelation. The accounts are best seen as presenting a 
symbolic theology of Jesus’s identity, modelled on Exodus chapters 24 and 34 where 
Moses goes up Mount Sinai. The parallels are evident. The glory of God shows itself; 
there is a voice coming from a cloud (the theme of a positive darkness is not, then, 
wholly absent) and awe among the onlookers. The face of Moses shone with reflected 
light, but in the synoptic narratives Jesus shines with his own light. As in Luke, 
Matthew has light radiating from the face of Jesus, but he specifies that the light was 
shining ‘like the sun’ (v. 2). Matthew is asserting that Jesus is a new Moses31 but his 
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solar emphasis is part of a wider pattern. When Jesus starts his public ministry in 
Capernaum, a light has risen or dawned – that is, the sun has dawned – on a people 
sitting in darkness (Mt. 4.16; Isa. 9.2). ‘And when the Kingdom comes the righteous 
too will shine like the sun in God’s kingdom’ (Mt. 13.43).

Beyond the sun

At the beginning of the Book of Revelation, the seer perceives one like the Son of 
Man: ‘And his face was like the sun shining with full force. When I saw him, I fell 
at his feet as though dead. But he placed his right hand on me, saying, “Do not be 
afraid; I am the first and the last, and the living one”’ (Rev. 1.16b-17). The mortal 
human who cannot see God and live becomes immortal when face to face with the 
glorified Christ shining like the sun. His servants will worship him and ‘they will 
see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads’ (Rev. 22.4). At the same time, 
there is no night, and the sun is redundant ‘for the glory of God is its light, and its 
lamp is the Lamb’ (Rev. 21.23).32 They have reached a place of safety where ‘the sun 
will not strike them’ (Rev. 7.16). Sun and day, darkness and night are temporary 
features of a passing world: ‘And there will be no more night; they need no light of 
lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign for ever and 
ever’ (Rev. 22.5).

Conclusion

In the Bible, God is not a sun god and sun worship is firmly rejected. Nevertheless, 
the invisible God is said to shine, and he is described in solar metaphors often 
borrowed from Israel’s pagan environment. In the visual culture of the authors 
of the Hebrew scriptures, created light and sun were not identical but were more 
closely associated than is the case for us in our world of twenty-four hours a day 
illumination. Solar motifs are also closely linked with a broad holistic concept 
of justice, at once judgment and mercy. The prophet Malachi encapsulated these 
traditions in the image of the Sun of Justice who would come with healing in his 
wings, an image taken up later with enthusiasm by early Christians.

The few theologically significant solar texts in the New Testament are dense 
with meaning (for instance, Jesus referred to as the anatole – the rising sun – in 
Lk. 1.78-79), evoking a web of associations from the Old Testament. Descriptions 
of Christ as shining or radiant had an intense solar resonance for a culture where 
Paul called Christians ‘children of daylight’. Nevertheless, in the New Testament, 
it is the symbolism of light that is paramount and solar symbolism is secondary. 
Darkness, the opposite of light, is negative, symbolizing sin, evil and ignorance. 
The minor motif of positive divine darkness in Exodus only appears in a secondary, 
implicit way, as in the image of the cloud at the Transfiguration. In sum, the motifs 
of good darkness and of sun are ancillary metaphors alongside the primary New 
Testament symbolism of light.
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When biblical texts are read alongside other texts in scripture, they take on 
new meanings and, down the centuries, readers ask what they mean for their time. 
Throughout history, the church opts for some biblical voices rather than others and 
combines different voices in different ways. As we will see in later chapters, modern 
Western theology and spirituality have given a great deal of attention to the ancillary 
Old Testament metaphors of positive divine darkness and cloud, and relatively little 
to those of daylight and sun. Listening to neglected biblical voices can help modify 
exaggerations and imbalances.33 Equally, if we want to appreciate anew what the biblical 
authors meant by saying that Christ is the light, the natural phenomenon of sunlight 
merits particular attention. In the chapters that follow, we will take soundings in the 
history of how Christians developed a rich tradition of solar metaphor as they engaged 
with solar texts in the Bible, and with the daily experience of light and darkness, and go 
on to sketch what solar metaphors and Malachi’s Sun of Justice can mean for us today.
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Christian solar motifs

Jesus Christ and the sun

Christians were quick to use solar vocabulary. In The Odes of Solomon, probably 
written around 100 ce, the author declares: ‘As the sun is the joy to them who seek 
its daybreak, so is my joy the Lord; / Because He is my Sun, / And His rays have lifted 
me up; / and His light has dismissed all darkness from my face.’1 Ignatius of Antioch, 
martyred in Rome in the middle of the second century or earlier, has wordplays 
around the verb ‘to rise’, the root of anatole, referring to Christ, to the resurrection 
and to Ignatius’s imminent martyrdom: ‘How good it is to be sinking down below 
the world’s horizon towards God, to rise again into the dawn of his presence.’2 For 
Justin Martyr (100–165), Anatole was already a title for Christ. He insists that, while 
no sun worshiper has ever given his life for the sun, Christians are willing to die for 
the Anatole: ‘For His word of truth and wisdom is more blazing and bright than the 
might of the sun, … And Zacharias affirms: “The East is His Name.”’3 Christians 
read biblical texts together charging them with new meaning: Hippolytus (170–235) 
combines Christ extending his arms on the cross, Malachi’s Sun of Justice (Mal. 4.2) 
and Christ as a hen gathering its young (Mt. 23.37; Lk. 13.34):

Jesus Christ, who, in stretching forth His holy hands on the holy tree, unfolded 
two wings, the right and the left, and called to Him all who believed in Him, and 
covered them as a hen her chickens. For by the mouth of Malachi He also says: 
‘Unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of righteousness [justice] arise with 
healing in His wings.’4

The expression Sun of Justice employed by Hippolytus here, and by Clement 
of Alexandria and Origen in the third century, would become a standard 
Christological title.5

Rhythms of daily prayer

Along with intertextual biblical exegesis, links were made with the daily experience 
of sunlight. By the time of Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260–c. 339), a widespread 
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pattern had developed: ‘Throughout the whole world in the churches of God at 
the morning rising of the sun and at the evening hours, hymns, praises and truly 
divine delights are offered to God.’6 Earlier, Cyprian of Carthage (210–58) presents 
Christ as figuratively Sun and Day:

For we must also pray in the morning, that the resurrection of the Lord may be 
celebrated by morning prayer … Likewise at the setting of the sun and at the end 
of the day necessarily there must again be prayer. For since Christ is the true Sun 
and the true Day, as the sun and the day of the world recede, when we pray and 
petition that the light come upon us again, we pray for the coming of Christ to 
provide us with the grace of eternal light.7

Ambrose of Milan (c. 340–397) urges early rising for Christians:

It would indeed be a shame if the first ray of the sun should find you lazing 
shamelessly in your bed, and if its lovely light should fall upon eyes still closed 
in heavy sleep … Or do you not know, my friend, that you owe the first fruits of 
your heart and voice to God? Every day you gather a harvest for yourself, every 
day there is fruit. Run, therefore, to meet the rising sun, so that when day dawns 
it may find you ready. May the dawn’s glorious light never rouse eyes that are 
heavy and drunken with sleep.8

The earliest extant Christian hymn in Greek written after the Bible is the Phos 
Hilaron, or Joyous Light, used for prayer when the lamps were lit at sunset.9 Already 
old when Basil of Caesarea quoted it in the fourth century, it may date from the 
late second century, and as a genre if not in the wording, to the New Testament 
era.10 Egeria, a fourth-century Spanish pilgrim, quotes the Phos Hilaron as sung in 
Jerusalem: ‘Joyous Light of the holy glory of the immortal Father, / Heavenly, holy, 
blessed Jesus Christ: / Coming to the setting of the sun, seeing the evening light.’11

Another factor that influenced the daily experience of light and darkness was 
a custom the first Christians inherited from the wider culture: prayer facing east. 
The custom was given different interpretations such as turning towards the Garden 
of Eden, or towards the location of Christ’s Second Coming. But to face east was, 
most immediately, to look to where the sun rises. We will examine oriented prayer 
in greater detail in Chapter 8.

Solar themes and inculturation

Christianity spread in a world with an intense solar interest. The Emperor Julian 
‘the Apostate’ (330–63) penned a hymn to the divine sun. ‘From my childhood, 
an extraordinary longing for the rays of the god penetrated deep into my soul.’12 
When Theophilus of Antioch (c. 120–c. 190) insisted that if we cannot bear to look 
at the sun, a mere creature, then no mere mortal can look at God, he was stating a 
truism shared by Christians and non-Christians.13 Symbols from the surrounding 
culture were exploited and in what little pre-Constantinian Christian art survives, 
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Jesus is sometimes depicted with the face and body type typical of Apollo (a sun 
god), without being identified with him.14 An early-third-century lamp with a 
central image of the Good Shepherd has in the background the sun god Sol,15 while 
a Christian mosaic from around 300 in the Vatican necropolis almost certainly 
depicts Christ as a Helios/Sol figure, with a halo and a garland of rays, and riding 
a horse-driven chariot from the east to the west, all solar motifs.16 Christians were 
using visual tropes transferred from other cults, essentially the same process we 
saw with Israelites transferring solar motifs from Shamash to Yahweh.

Within the Christian tradition, the use of solar metaphors was guided by 
pointers emerging from scripture, such as an association of the rising sun with 
Christ, and a rejection of sun worship. More generally, we can contrast the 
Christian and the ‘pagan’ view of nature:

Though not “sacred” in the way it was for pagans, the world as God’s creation 
continued to have a “sacramental” quality. The delicate prescription was thus 
neither to deny the beauty of the natural world (which would ungratefully 
disparage God’s work), nor to rest in any adoring appreciation of that beauty 
(which would be a form of idolatry), but rather to appreciate natural beauty 
while looking beyond it to its source in the Creator.17

Christ as a ray of sunlight?

Solar symbolism was more significant theologically in the early church than its 
relative absence in histories of Christology would suggest.18 Could Christ be 
compared to a sunbeam radiating from the Father, who is compared to the sun 
itself? Before the Council of Nicaea (325), this image was used both by Sabellius 
who downplayed the distinction between the three divine persons in the one God, 
and by Tertullian who wanted to emphasize the distinction.19 In the event, Nicaea 
opted for the formula ‘Light from light’ still recited in the Nicene Creed today. The 
sunray comparison fell out of favour but it did not disappear; in the current Office 
of Readings, Gregory of Nazianzen (329–90) affirms that his readers are receiving 
‘the One Ray from the one Godhead in Christ Jesus our Lord’.20

The sun metaphor and the divinity of Christ

Athanasius (296–373) used light to express the divinity of Jesus against the Arians 
who denied it and saw Christ as merely a superior creature.21 For Athanasius, not 
accepting Christ is like denying the existence of the sun on a cloudy day while 
wondering where all the light is coming from.22 Even a blind person can sense the 
sun from the warmth they feel, and even non-believers can sense the warmth of the 
witness of Christian martyrs, even if they cannot see the truth of the martyrs’ creed.23 
For Arians, however, the sun was an uncomfortable metaphor. We have no evidence 
of an Arian preacher comparing Christ to the sun.24 This is in striking contrast 
with preachers like Maximus of Turin, an early-fifth-century adherent of Nicaea’s 
positions. Maximus seized upon the feast of Christmas to combine a Christianized 
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idea of the Sol Invictus, and the biblical Sun of Justice in a single celebration.25 In 
his Christmas sermon of 400, he exploits the pagan expression ‘the new sun’ that 
referred to the winter solstice:

Well it is that people frequently call this day of the Lord’s birth ‘the new sun’ 
and assert it with such force that even the Jews and pagans agree to the name. 
This should willingly be accepted by us, since with the rising of the Savior there 
is salvation not only for the human race, but even the brilliance of the sun itself 
is renewed ... We have discovered that nothing is new but Christ the Lord, of 
whom it is written: ‘The sun of justice will rise upon you.’26

The Egyptian connection: Alexandria

The Physiologus

The cosmopolitan and religiously diverse city of Alexandria27 hosted some rich 
early Christian engagement with solar symbolism. The Physiologus, an anonymous 
Greek text probably from the late second century, is a bestiary, describing animals 
real and imaginary.28 Its mixture of folklore and spiritual instruction proved 
a popular genre in the Middle Ages, with the Physiologus itself translated into 
numerous languages. The sun-lizard is given as an image of the Christian turning 
to Christ:

There is a beast called the sun-lizard, that is, the sun-eel. When this animal 
grows old, he is hampered by [weakening of] his two eyes. No longer being able 
to perceive the sunlight, he goes blind. What does he do? Moved by his good 
nature, he finds a wall facing east, enters a crack in that wall, and gazes eastward. 
His eyes are then opened by the eastern sun and made new again.

And you, O man, … see that, when the eyes of your heart are clouded, you 
seek out the intelligible eastern sun who is Jesus Christ and whose name is ‘the 
east’ [cf. Zech. 3.8 and 12; Lk. 1.78].29

Clement of Alexandria

Clement of Alexandria (c. 150–c. 215), a convert to Christianity, saw sun worship 
as something positive, the highest step on the way to true religion, and refers 
approvingly to the orientation of ancient pagan temples.30 God gave human beings 
the sun and other heavenly bodies so that by reverencing them they could be led 
to him. Although often unsystematic and ambiguous, his use of solar symbolism 
anticipated several later developments.31 In the Alexandria of Clement, two 
centuries earlier, the Jewish thinker Philo (c. 20 bce–c. 50 ce) had developed a 
sophisticated Platonic theology. Clement applied Philo’s metaphorical language of 
solar divinity to Christ. Christ is metaphorically the Sun, though infinitely superior 
to the physical sun. Christ is the ‘Sun of Justice’, the ‘Sun of the Soul’, the ‘Sun of the 
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Resurrection’. Later, in the fourth century, Christian writers would regularly refer 
to Christ as the Sun of Justice. According to Robert Taft, when Clement writes, 
‘awake, sleeper, rise from the dead and Christ will shine upon you, the Sun of 
the Resurrection, the one born before the morning star, whose beams bestow life’, 
he could be giving the original of the early Christian hymn or poem quoted in 
Ephesians 5.14.32 By the ‘Sun of the Resurrection’ Clement probably means the one 
who raises human beings from the dead.33

In his Protrepticus, or Exhortation to the Heathen, a work that aimed to win 
over pagan thinkers to Christianity, Clement presents Christ’s victory in a light-
filled creation, combining symbolism from the Fourth Gospel, Mal. 4.2, and 
the darkness and the shadow of death of Lk. 1.79. The text quotes the dramatist 
Aeschylus, ‘Hail, O light!’; the Sun of Justice/Righteousness rides the Greco-
Roman chariot of the sun; the morning dew is an image of dawn radiance and 
freshness; there is symbolism of night and day, of east and west, of death as sunset 
and resurrection as sunrise:

Hail, O light! For in us, buried in darkness, shut up in the shadow of death, light 
has shone forth from heaven, purer than the sun, sweeter than life here below. 
That light is eternal life; and whatever partakes of it lives. But night fears the 
light, and hiding itself in terror, gives place to the day of the Lord. Sleepless light 
is now over all, and the west has given credence to the east. For this was the end 
of the new creation. For “the Sun of Righteousness,” who drives His chariot over 
all, pervades equally all humanity, like “His Father, who makes His sun to rise 
on all men,” and distils on them the dew of the truth. He has changed sunset into 
sunrise, and through the cross brought death to life.34

Despite his positive view of paganism, Clement takes issue with the dramatist 
Menander: worshipping the sun does not give access to the divine. Only the Sun 
of the soul, the healing Word, can illuminate the eye of the soul, as he rises in its 
depths. Clement looks inwards, to his own soul, where the Sun of Justice shines 
interiorly: ‘For the sun never could show me the true God; but that healthful Word, 
that is the Sun of the soul, by whom alone, when He arises in the depths of the soul, 
the eye of the soul itself is irradiated.’35 This is a metaphor we will return to.

Origen

Origen (c. 186–c. 253) left a decisive mark on Christian light and sun symbolism, 
distinguishing between the physical sun and the spiritual Sun, a distinction that 
would become standard in the fourth and fifth centuries. The pagan Celsus accused 
him of showing contempt for the physical sun and the moon; Origen replies: ‘We 
do not wish to express contempt for these glorious works of God or to say with 
Anaxagoras that sun, moon and stars are nothing more than fiery lumps of matter; 
we speak as we do because we know that the inexpressible majesty and greatness 
of God and of his only-begotten Son surpasses everything else.’36
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Origen brought different biblical voices into conversation with each other in 
innovative ways. Christ’s face shining like the sun at the Transfiguration is linked 
to various texts of Paul including 1 Thess. 5.4-5:

‘His face’ shall shine ‘as the sun’ so that it may be found shining on the sons ‘of 
light’ who ‘have stripped themselves of the works of darkness and put on the 
armour of light,’ and are no longer ‘sons of darkness and night,’ but have become 
sons ‘of God’ and walk ‘honourably as in the day’, and when he has been made 
manifest he will shine on them not simply ‘as the sun,’ but they see him to be 
sun ‘of justice.’37

He links Zech. 6.12 and Mal. 4.2:

But do not take the statement that ‘he sprinkles to the east’ as superfluous. From 
the east came atonement for you; for from there is the man whose name is ‘East,’ 
who became ‘a mediator between God and man.’ Therefore, you are invited by 
this to look always ‘to the east’ whence ‘the Sun of Righteousness’ arises for you, 
whence a light is born for you; that you never ‘walk in darkness’.38

Elsewhere, he brings both Zech. 6.12 and Mal. 4.2 to bear on the terse comment 
in the Gospel of John when Judas leaves the Last Supper to betray Christ: ‘And it 
was night’ (13.30):

When Judas received the morsel [and] went out immediately, night was present 
in him at the time he went out, for the man whose name is ‘Sunrise’ was not 
present with him because he left ‘the sun of justice’ behind when he went out.39

This notion of night and darkness is, in Johannine symbolism, the evil and 
ignorance that oppose divine light. The distinct secondary notion of darkness in 
Exodus becomes for Origen a concept of ‘good’ darkness, a concept with a notable 
future in Christian spirituality:

We must observe that not every time something is named ‘darkness’ is it taken 
in a bad sense; there are times when it has also been used in a good sense … 
Darkness, storm clouds, and thunderstorms are said to surround God in Exodus 
and in Ps. 17 it says, God ‘made darkness his hiding-place, his tent around him, 
dark water in the clouds of the air’.40

Employing the image of a sunray, Origen connects Johannine light symbolism 
with Heb. 1.3 where Christ is described as ‘the reflection of God’s glory and the 
exact imprint of God’s very being’: ‘According to John, God is light. The only-
begotten Son, therefore, is the glory of this light, proceeding inseparably from 
(God) Himself, as brightness does from light.’ This splendour shines ‘gently and 
softly’ on the weak eyes of mortals and gradually accustoms them to the light.41 
Christ enables creatures to contemplate God, the Sun humans cannot look at. 
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Earlier in the same work, Origen gives the concrete example of light shining 
through a window or small aperture, yet another image with a future in Christian 
solar symbolism:

Our eyes frequently cannot look upon the nature of the light itself – that is, upon 
the substance of the sun; when we behold his splendour or his rays pouring in, 
perhaps, through windows or some small openings to admit the light, we can 
reflect how great is the supply and source of the light of the body.42

Believers receive light from Christ, just as the moon gets its light from the sun: 
‘For just as the moon is said to receive light from the sun so that the night likewise 
can be illuminated by it, so also the church, when the light of Christ has been 
received, illuminates all those who live in the night of ignorance.’43 This symbol 
became a standard one in the patristic and medieval eras,44 and is being revived 
today in the teaching of Pope Francis.45

Constantine and the sun

The emperor and the Unconquered Sun

With the Edict of Milan (313), the Emperor Constantine legalized Christianity 
and went on to give it a favoured place in his empire but he also promoted the 
cult of the Unconquered Sun, the Sol Invictus. His combined imperial ideology 
and Christian commitment was complex.46 The cult of the Sol Invictus had been 
instituted by the Emperor Aurelian (270–75) who had tried to use sun worship 
to unite the Empire. Constantine inherited the cult and identified himself with 
the Unconquered Sun. His ecclesiastical biographer, Eusebius of Caesarea, could 
go along with this solar imperialism only because he could, at the same time, 
emphasize the creaturely status of the physical sun.47 While the later traditional 
Christian account of a dramatic conversion prompted by a vision of the cross at 
the Battle at the Milvian Bridge in 312 does not square with the first accounts of 
the vision issuing from the imperial court,48 Constantine did have some genuine 
Christian commitment – a Christogram in a fresco of the Lateran imperial palace, 
for example, has been dated to 315.49

From the first years of his reign (306–37), Constantine promoted the worship 
of the sun god and Christianity, and to promote the religious unity of his empire, 
he intervened in the Arian controversy, convening the Council of Nicaea (325). 
He took measures against polytheism and the attendant ritual sacrifices, but not 
against the sun cult. He promoted one Caesar, one empire and one God and, 
while Christianity was a major part of this programme, so was the sun cult. At his 
new capital, Constantinople, he erected a statue of himself that was a reworked 
version of a statue of the sun god Apollo. When he died, his statue was placed in a 
mausoleum with that of Christ in the circle of the apostles only to be subsequently 
relocated. By the middle of the fifth century, however, believers were reverencing 
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it with incense and candles.50 Such polyvalence and ambiguity were inevitable in 
the large-scale process of inculturating Christian faith in Greco-Roman culture 
after Constantine.51 In the Byzantine Hippodrome in Constantinople, in a fluid 
pattern of symbolism, chariots and charioteers came to evoke variously Christ, 
the emperor and the sun-god.52 Such a fusion of a martial cult of the personality, 
Christianity and solar religiosity probably reflects the ambitions of a leader Martin 
Wallraff describes as a fourth-century Roi-Soleil. It was, however, the Christian 
church’s cult of the Sol Justitiae that ultimately prevailed rather than Constantine’s 
Sol Invictus.53

The Day of the Sun

On 7 March 321, Constantine declared the venerable Day of the Sun a day of rest. 
In Christianity, from the beginning, the first day of the Jewish week was celebrated 
as the day Christ rose from the dead. The week as we know it now is the fusion of 
two cycles: the Jewish, and subsequently Christian, week beginning on Sunday, 
and the planetary week, originally beginning on the day of Saturn – Saturday.54 The 
pagan practice of assigning the names of planetary deities to the different days of 
the week spread throughout the ancient world at the same time as Christianity did. 
From around the middle of the second century, the pagan week was also starting 
on the day after the day of Saturn, and this first day of the week was called the 
dies solis, the Day of the Sun. The church found this link between Sunday and 
the sun a mixed blessing.55 For simple Christians, it was all too easy to see Christ 
as the sun god with his special day, just as the other days belonged to the Moon, 
Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus and Saturn. Augustine could not bring himself to 
use the expression dies solis. Christian and pagan cycles were in competition, and 
where the church’s influence was strongest, Christianity won out.56 In the Latin 
languages of southern Europe (and in Greek), the word for Sunday is The Lord’s 
Day – domenica in Italian, domingo in Spanish. In northern Europe, the first day of 
the week is Sun-Day – Sunday in English, and in German Sonntag. Some northern 
Celtic languages were particularly resistant, and the seven planetary names 
continued in Welsh, Cornish and Breton.

The fact that up till 321 the Day of the Sun had been a day of work may have 
contributed to celebrations of the eucharist at dawn on the Lord’s Day, as noted for 
example by the Roman writer Pliny.57 The fact that Sunday became a day of rest 
freed up the day for celebrations at other times of the day and may have weakened 
any perception of a solar aspect to eucharistic celebration at dawn.

The cult of Mithras/Sol

The Mithras cult flourished in late antiquity.58 It was an all-male movement popular 
largely among the non-commissioned officers of the Roman army, and there are 
remains of temples dedicated to Mithras in various sites where the imperial army 
was stationed, such as at Carrawburgh, Northumberland in northern England, 
where soldiers defending Hadrian’s Wall assembled for the cult.59 Constantine did 
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not promote it and it gradually died out. Devotions focused on a bull figure with 
solar aspects that became more pronounced as time went on. The ‘Mithraism’ we 
see in the Christian era in the West was to all intents and purposes a cult created 
there, essentially a new religion assembled out of some older elements.60 In that, it 
resembled some recent English-speaking forms of paganism such as Wicca.

The South African poet Roy Campbell was fascinated by the figure of Mithras, 
for him a pagan Isaiah. In his poem ‘Death of the Bull’ the poet has Mithras 
sacrificing a bull: ‘Those horns, the envy of the moon, / now, targeting the sun, 
have set:/the eyes are cinders of regret / that were the tinder of the noon.’61 Mithraic 
motifs were not, however, expropriated for Christian use. Jerome was typical of 
Christian attitudes when, in 403, he wrote to one of the women he was directing 
in Rome:

Did not your own kinsman Gracchus whose name betokens his patrician origin, 
when a few years back he held the prefecture of the City, overthrow, break in 
pieces, and shake to pieces the grotto of Mithras and all the dreadful images 
therein? Those I mean by which the worshippers were initiated as Raven, 
Bridegroom, Soldier, Lion, Perseus, Sun, Crab, and Father?62

Visual culture after Constantine

Christ as a solar emperor?

According to the ‘imperial style theory’, associated with Ernst Kantorowicz and 
André Grabar, after Constantine the Christian faith was closely interwoven with an 
imperial ideology.63 Christ became a cosmic emperor, and the Sol Invictus became 
the Pantokrator. For Thomas F. Mathews, on the other hand, Christianity competed 
with other cults, adopting motifs associated with Jupiter rather than the emperor 
and applying them to Christ. ‘His rightful place is among the gods of the ancient 
world. It is with them that he is engaged in deadly combat, and it is from them 
that he wrested his most potent attributes.’64 There is truth in both approaches. 
Christian enthusiasm for the empire was certainly not unqualified. In the late 
fourth century, Martin of Tours has a vision where Christ promises to reveal the 
date of the Second Coming. Realizing the person in front of him is dressed as the 
emperor, he concludes that it is not Christ but the devil.65 Nevertheless, imperial 
solar imagery was transferred to Christ: the halo (a round patch of light around the 
head); the mandorla (almond-shaped zones of light surrounding the whole body); 
a garland or crown of rays.66 The halo was used for royal persons such as Justinian, 
and even Herod. Gradually it came to be used for saints and prophets, and for 
Christ during his ministry, emphasizing Christ as ruler. Christian art opted for the 
halo over the garland or crown, perhaps because the latter was more intimately 
linked to the person of the emperor (Nero was depicted with a crown of rays 
during his own lifetime). Another reason to opt for the halo was its association 
with Apollo, the sun-god, and we see Christ depicted as shining and all-seeing like 
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Apollo in the apse of the basilica of Santa Pudenziana and the Mausoleum of Santa 
Constanza in Rome, both of which are from the fourth century.67 In Constantine’s 
statue in Constantinople he has a garland of rays, while in the triumphal floor 
mosaic in the Roman Basilica of St Paul Outside the Walls, Christ is depicted with 
both a halo and a sun garland.

Art and architecture

In Italy, a rich iconographic tradition developed of a blue heaven with golden stars 
and a golden cross. The rounded shape of apses, vaults and cupolas, for example, 
in the baptistery of San Giovanni in Fonte in Naples or the Mausoleum of Galla 
Placidia in Ravenna, would have suggested sky and sunrise.68 These designs, with 
their strong eschatological strain, were among the most common images of the 
first millennium.69 Lamb and sun are linked in Revelation 21.23 where the Lamb 
is the light of the eternal city. For Eusebius, Christ is the Lamb and the Sun of 
Justice.70 A lamb appearing in a circle would come to evoke the Second Coming, 
at least subliminally. There was probably such a figure in the façade of St Peter’s 
basilica at the time of Leo the Great, and it would be a common motif, for example, 
in Italian rose windows of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

The Transfiguration apse mosaic in the church of Sant’Apollinare in Classe, 
near Ravenna, has multiple layers of theological symbolism. The Sun of Justice 
leads the onlooker to paradise, against a background of a sky with horizontal 
strata of red dawn clouds. There is the same background in the Basilicas of Santa 
Pudenziana and of Cosma e Damiano in Rome where the Second Coming of 
Christ is represented as the rising of the sun. In the apse mosaic of St Catherine’s 
Monastery at Mount Sinai, constructed by the Emperor Justinian in the sixth 
century, the Transfiguration is juxtaposed with the Mosaic theophany on Mount 
Sinai and with the Second Coming. The Sun of Justice is depicted as shining on 
the whole of humanity living and dead. All this is condensed in a complex visual 
message, one feature of which is the sun as a circle with eight rays or as an eight-
pointed star.71 This image, which became common in later centuries, stretches back 
through ancient art, possibly even to prehistoric northern Europe. The different 
apse designs in Italy and elsewhere, with their notable solar motifs, are exercises in 
intertextual exegesis of the Bible as we saw it practised by Clement of Alexandria 
and Origen but executed visually.

Early church light

After Constantine, the Christian church developed the existing form of the 
basilica.72 In the first Christian centuries, worship had been generally conducted 
under an open sky,73 and in late antiquity the aim was to bring light in, a contrast 
with buildings like the Roman Basilica of Maxentius that had a windowless apse 
housing a huge statue of the emperor.74 Caesarius of Arles (470–542) indicates how 
his listeners favoured airy light-filled interiors for their places of worship: ‘As often 
as we come to church, we ought to prepare our souls to be such as we want to find 
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in church. You want to find the church shining; do not defile your soul with the 
filth of sin. If you want a church to be full of light, God also wants your soul not to 
be in darkness.’75 The sophisticated light effects in Justinian’s sixth-century Hagia 
Sophia cathedral in Istanbul continue to astonish the visitor.76

Radiant light was part of the Christian experience of worship. Usually, services 
were held with the doors open giving a view of the sky. Ambrose says that a 
good Christian should be like the undivided space of a church building where 
the window to the east is open so that the eyes of the Lord can look in.77 Pope 
Symmachus (pope 498–514) wrote an inscription at the dedication of St Peter’s 
indicating that everything should sparkle in a space filled with light,78 while, 
according to Prudentius, gold-leaf was used in St Paul Outside the Walls in Rome 
so that the interior light would be golden like the dawn sun.79 Again, an inscription 
in the ancient Archbishop’s chapel in Ravenna reads: ‘Either light was born here or, 
captured, it reigns here in freedom.’80

Sometimes light was orchestrated to serve a theological programme, as it had 
been in pagan temples. In the temple of Serapis in Alexandria, on the feast day of 
the god, a ray of sunshine came through a window and shone on the mouth of 
the statue – the sun was greeting Serapis with a kiss.81 In the Christian Basilica A 
in the Syrian town of Resafa there is an oculus with light shining on a cross, and 
in Sant’Apollinare in Classe light shines through a window on to the cross in the 
apse mosaic. Sometimes different spaces within Christian churches were lighted 
differently. In the baptistery in Albenga in Northern Italy (fifth century), there are 
concentric zones with the density of light increasing towards the centre, while in 
early medieval Ireland windows were sometimes positioned for light to shine on 
the altar.82

Two theologians of good darkness

Gregory of Nyssa

Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–c. 395) developed Origen’s approach, combining the 
imagery of darkness in Exodus with Platonism, especially Plato’s parable of the sun 
shining into the cave in the seventh chapter of his Republic. In an initial conversion, 
Moses sees God in a luminous burning bush: ‘At high noon a light brighter than 
the sunlight dazzled his eyes. Astonished at the strange sight, he looks up at the 
mountain and sees a bush from which this light is flaming up like a fire.’83 Growing 
in knowledge, he ascends the mountain where God is in cloud and darkness: ‘He 
declared that he had seen God in the darkness, that is, that he had then come to 
know that what is divine is beyond all knowledge and comprehension.’84 Darkness 
expresses the mystery and incomprehensibility of God who is seen in a ‘luminous 
darkness’.85 To understand Gregory, we do not need to imagine visual phenomena. 
He is not positing three chronologically distinct experiences of light, cloud and 
darkness, and his metaphors of light and darkness are more theological than 
psychological.86
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Dionysius the Areopagite

Dionysius was a fifth- to sixth-century Syrian monk who wrote under the 
pseudonym of the Athenian disciple of St Paul mentioned in the Acts of the 
Apostles (Acts 17.34). He compares the beatific vision to the Transfiguration: ‘In a 
way we cannot know, we shall be united with him and, our understanding carried 
away, blessedly happy, we shall be struck by his blazing light.’87 He shared the solar 
enthusiasm of his age. The sun impacts on all things: ‘It renews them, nourishes 
them, protects them and perfects them. It establishes the differences between them 
and it unifies them. It warms them and makes them fruitful. It makes them exist, 
grow, change, take root, burst forth.’88 Even so, the sun is infinitely surpassed by 
the Divine Goodness, of which it is only a ‘dull image’.89 Dionysius uses the symbol 
of a sun ray to describe how the invisible God is seen. Having noted that the Bible 
says that God is invisible and incomprehensible, he speaks of ‘a firm, transcendent 
beam, granting enlightenments proportionate to each being’.90 It shines everywhere 
while losing none of its power. If it fails to shine anywhere, the fault is to be found 
in a defect in the receiving object.

For Dionysius, the symbol of darkness and cloud is not an evocation of dark 
moods or night-time experiences, as we might easily think, but an aspect of 
knowing God as light, most particularly in the liturgy. ‘The divine darkness is that 
“inaccessible light” where God is said to live.’91 As Joseph Ratzinger put it, when 
Dionysius talks about light and darkness, the symbols are negated and then re-
used in a Hypersymbolik that is beyond consciousness.92 Denys Turner talks about 
Dionysian ‘self-subverting symbolism’ in a mystical theology that is not essentially 
a description of experiences.93 On both these accounts, the symbolism of light 
and darkness does not refer to states of consciousness or putative mental images 
accessed by introspection. Rather, we are dealing with a theology of what it is to 
know God.

Conclusion

We now have an answer to the first question in the Introduction: where did 
Christian solar symbolism come from? It emerges that the main sources were the 
Bible and the natural phenomena of sunlight and darkness. Starting with the first 
generations of Christians, biblical solar motifs were used to express the Christian 
faith, most particularly in expressions applied to Christ such as ‘Rising Sun’ and 
‘Sun of Justice’. Christians read different biblical texts together, generating new 
patterns of meaning, and quickly developed practices that integrated prayer with 
the diurnal rhythms of night and day. Pagan solar tropes were harnessed in a 
visual inculturation of the Christian faith in the Greco-Roman world. Given the 
significance of Egypt for the development of solar religiosity in ancient Israel, it is 
perhaps no accident that Alexandria hosted a creative Christian engagement with 
solar symbolism, particularly in the persons of Clement and Origen. The reign 
of the Emperor Constantine in the fourth century was a watershed in the history 
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of the church, with his promotion of Christianity in the Roman Empire. Mass 
conversions would present a challenge for maintaining the integrity of Christian 
teaching, as we will see in the next chapter. But neither Constantine’s promotion 
of the cult of the Unconquered Sun, nor his institution of Sunday as a day of 
rest, nor the cult of Mithras/Sol, seems to have marked deeply the character of 
Christian solar religiosity. The main sources for the solar symbolism of the post-
Constantinian church continue to be biblical tradition and the concrete realities 
of physical light and darkness, in a shared general culture marked by a notable 
interest in the sun. At the same time, in their theologies of light, Origen, Gregory 
of Nyssa and Dionysius the Areopagite exploited the secondary positive darkness 
described in Exodus. As we will see, this secondary darkness would be an object of 
particular interest in the modern West, but without a countervailing attention to 
the sun symbolism that was so prominent in earlier eras.
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In this chapter we trace the beginnings of a process where solar symbolism 
continues but weakens in the Western church. We examine four well-known 
Western churchmen – Ambrose, Augustine, Leo the Great and Gregory the Great – 
and one lesser-known figure, Eucherius of Lyons. We then turn to the church in 
Britain and Ireland when the ancient world was coming to an end and the Middle 
Ages were beginning.

Ambrose

Ambrose of Milan (340–97) has had a lasting influence in the Western church, 
through his disciple Augustine and through his own writings. Quoting a pagan 
philosopher Secundus, Ambrose describes marvelling at the beauty of the sun, 
adding that beyond it he sees the Sun of Justice:

It is true that it is the eye of the world, the joy of the day, the beauty of the 
heavens, the charm of nature and the most conspicuous object in creation. When 
you behold it, reflect on its Author, when you admire it, give praise to its Creator.

If the sun as consort or participant in nature is so pleasing, how much 
goodness is there to be found in that ‘Sun of Justice’?1

In Ambrose’s hymns, which are still in use, he exploits the perception of light and 
sun at the service of spiritual renewal.2 In two of these hymns, ‘Splendor paternae 
gloriae’ and ‘Deus Creator omnium’, Ambrose focuses on morning and evening 
light, respectively. The second strophe of ‘Splendor paternae gloriae’ asks Christ 
to irradiate our sense experience: ‘And true sun, descend, / gleam with everlasting 
glow; / and pour the Holy Spirit’s / beam into our senses.’3 According to Jacques 
Fontaine, ‘Deus Creator omnium’ is ‘an instrument for the spiritual metamorphosis 
of religious life in the mere experience of light’4: ‘That, when night’s deep gloom / 
has shuttered up the day, / faith may know no shadows, / and night may shimmer 
with the faith.’5 For Ambrose’s disciple Augustine, those who sing this hymn can 
praise the visible light without being ensnared by its temptations. ‘I want to be like 
them; I resist the seduction of my eyes and I lift my invisible eyes to You.’6

Chapter 3

THE L ATIN WEST
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Augustine

Solar metaphors

Augustine of Hippo (354–430) developed Christian solar symbolism but in a 
way that weakened it. When he was baptized by Ambrose in Milan, the North 
African Augustine learnt to call Christ ‘Sun of Justice’, ‘Spiritual Sun’ and ‘True 
Sun’. Sensitive to the beauties of light, he remarked on the beauty of the rising 
sun gradually illuminating a valley, and of African sunlight, the queen of all 
colours, pouring down over everything.7 All this experience is open to everyone: 
‘Only the literate can read the books, but even the illiterate can read the book 
of the world.’8 Spiritual conversion involves learning a different way of looking 
at the world. The unredeemed person is, metaphorically, a figure bent over 
(incurvatus in se), head bowed, with hands covering the eyes because the light 
is too intense.9 For believers, there follows a process of healing and conversion 
that is intellectual (being freed, for example, from the materialist philosophy of 
Augustine’s youth), moral and religious. Augustine felt that he was still viewing 
sunlight with unconverted eyes. A process of conversion is figuratively moving 
from seeing sunlight shining on a wall or on fabric, then on gold or silver, and 
then looking at a bright sky or dawn light. Eventually, we will come to delight 
in seeing the sun directly without flinching.10 This is to see the face of God: ‘The 
angelic choir makes an eternal holiday: the presence of God’s face, joy that never 
fails. This is a holiday of such a kind as neither to be opened by any dawn, nor 
terminated by any evening.’11

His rejection of Manicheism

At the same time, Augustine insists on the dangers of sun metaphors:

But again, don’t suppose that the reason why God is not the sun is that the sun 
is like a kind of wheel, not a boundless space of light; and so you say to yourself, 
‘God is infinite and boundless light,’ and you stretch the sun, as it were, and make 
it have no limits, neither this way nor that, neither upward nor downward – and 
you put it to yourself that this boundless light is what God is. God is not that 
either. God indeed dwells in light inaccessible (1Tm 6:16). But such light does not 
rotate, nor can it be perceived with the eyes in your head.12

He speaks like this because, before becoming a Christian, he was a Manichee and 
prayed four times a day: ‘I worship and glorify the great Light-givers, both sun 
and moon and the virtuous powers in them.’13 This background left Augustine 
wary, even recoiling from calling the first day of the week the ‘Day of the Sun’. 
When debating with the Manichee Fortunatus, he says there were only two things 
he would fault in the services he attended as a Manichee ‘hearer’: attacking the 
Catholic Church and prayer facing the sun.14
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An interior light

In the summer of 386, in Milan, Augustine had had an inner experience of God as a 
brilliant light. He was subsequently baptized, and he came to see himself as having 
turned inwards to ‘taste’ an inner light, while the Manichees turned outwards 
towards the physical sun. In his Confessions, he emphasizes the distinction between 
the interior light and exterior light, especially the sun:

I entered, and with the eye of my soul, such as it was, I saw Your unchangeable 
Light shining over the same eye of my soul, over my mind. It was not the light 
of everyday … Your light was not that, but other, altogether other than all such 
lights.15

When asked by a priest Simplicianus about the best posture for prayer, he stressed 
the Christian freedom to choose whatever posture felt best. It is the interior state of 
the soul that matters, and the mind can be unaware which way it is facing or of the 
body’s position.16 While it is natural for people who cannot yet imagine immaterial 
reality to reverence God in the sun, ‘when they eventually come to realise that the 
dignity of the soul surpasses even that of the heavenly body [the sun], they search 
for him more in the soul than in the heavenly body’.17

Light rather than sun

Alert to the implications of his own personal history, he proclaims: ‘Some people 
are so mad that when they hear, “The sun represents Christ,” they think it a proper 
object for adoration. Worship a rock too, then, since that represents Christ!’18 
Augustine preferred the more abstract notion of light,19 not a metaphor, but a 
general concept within which he distinguished between uncreated and created 
light, and within created light between intellectual or intelligible light and physical 
light. He remains faced with a mystery, however, asking himself how a creature can 
say, as he himself had, that he had entered and, with the eye of his soul, had seen 
God’s unchangeable light.20 In this perspective, the physical sun does not cease to 
be a Christian symbol, but its significance is qualified.

Eucherius

Building on Augustine’s hermeneutic, Eucherius of Lyons (c. 381–93 to c. 449–
56) wrote an accessible handbook, his Formulae spiritalis intelligentiae, which 
was a standard manual for biblical interpretation throughout the Latin West till 
around 1100.21 Bible and cosmos are systems of interrelated signs with multiple 
meanings that Eucherius aims to simplify and standardize.22 Physical phenomena 
are coded signs of invisible realities. For instance, ‘day and night are righteousness 
and iniquity’.23 This hermeneutic of propositional decoding devalued physical 
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phenomena as symbolically significant in themselves and helped prepare the way 
for mediaeval scholasticism with its focus on literal propositions and apodictic 
proof. He continued traditional solar symbolism: ‘The sun is Lord Jesus Christ, 
who shines on the earth.’24 However, ‘Sun of Justice’ and ‘Oriens’ are two expressions 
among hundreds in lists that range from candlesticks to frogs, from pomegranates 
to bundles of hay, and many of his interpretations seem farfetched – mud, for 
instance, is to be read as a sign for gluttony.25 By this approach, the symbolic status 
of solar expressions was inevitably compromised. Eucherius’s Formulae is one of 
the reasons why we have inherited a weakened solar symbolism.26

Leo the Great

Fighting Manicheism

With a positive view of the religious significance of light and a determined 
opposition to the Manichees and sun worship, Leo (pope 440–61) continued 
emphases of Augustine who died ten years before Leo became pope. In his 
Christmas homily in 450, Leo links physical sunlight and divine mystery: ‘With 
a new light radiating even in the atoms themselves, no day more than today 
impresses the entire splendour of this amazing mystery upon our senses.’27 He 
fought hard against the Manichees for whom incarnation in a human body implied 
contamination by matter. The purity of sunlight counts against such a view: ‘For 
if … the bright rays of the Sun – which is certainly a material creation – are not 
spoiled by any dirty or muddy places, is there anything of any quality whatsoever 
that could contaminate the essence of that Light that is eternal and immaterial (sc. 
Christ)?’28

A warning to Christians

Sometimes Leo targeted sun worship directly, probably the Hellenistic sun cult, 
rather than specifically the Roman cult of the Sol Invictus. In another Christmas 
sermon, he criticizes Christians for pausing at the entrance to the Basilica of St 
Peter, which faced the east, to reverence the sun. They may be in good faith, but it 
is dangerous:

This behavior, partly due to the vice of ignorance and partly to the spirit of 
paganism, upsets and saddens us very much. Even if some of them do worship 
the Creator of that beautiful light rather than the light itself, which is a creature, 
they should still abstain from giving the appearance of that worship, because if 
someone who has turned away from the cult of gods notices the same custom 
among us, will that person not return to the old beliefs thinking that probably 
Christians and nonbelievers are doing the same thing?

When the sun rises at daybreak, there are some people so foolish as to 
worship it from the highest elevations; even some Christians think they are 
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acting piously by following this practice, so that before entering the basilica of 
St Peter the apostle, dedicated to the only living and true God, when they have 
gone up the steps leading to the porch at the main entrance, they turn around to 
face the rising sun and, inclining the head, bow in honor of the brilliant disc.29

Leo objected to the gesture as problematic in itself, but there may have been a 
secondary issue at play as well – its private character.30 Over the century up to 
the pontificate of Leo, there were tensions between papal insistence on public 
worship and deep-rooted traditions of private domestic devotions, particularly 
among aristocratic converts to Christianity. These devotions were Christian but 
celebrated in similar circumstances to earlier pagan rituals.31 It is possible that 
papal reservations about private devotions worked against any traditions of 
domestic prayer facing east, a practice that would have had an inescapable solar 
dimension.

A fading interest in the cosmos

Leo differs from some earlier bishops in Italy, such as Zeno of Verona or Maximus 
of Turin, in giving less attention to the natural seasons, and to cosmic realities such 
as the solstice or the equinox. Leo’s approach is moral and sacramental, and his 
approach to the mysteries of Christ’s life more historical than cosmological.32 He 
concentrated more on ethical notions of justice and mercy, replacing the rational 
cosmology of the influential Stoic philosophy with a system of discipline and 
clemency.33 This fading interest in the cosmos inevitably impacted on the place of 
light and sun in Christian life.

Gregory the Great

Contemplation and the sun

Inheriting Augustine’s emphasis on interiority, Gregory (pope 590–604) 
distinguished sharply between contemplation and action, marking decisively 
Western Christian spirituality.34 For him, physical light is to be despised, and the 
faithful are to attend to the interior sun, running back to the splendour of interior 
clarity.35 ‘Contemplating the ray of the interior Sun the cloud of our corruption 
interposes itself and the unchangeable Light does not burst forth such as it is to the 
weak eyes of our mind.’ We behold God as it were ‘in a vision of the night’, in what 
Gregory calls ‘shadowy contemplation’.36

Chinks of light

For Gregory, without interiority people focus exclusively on external things and 
the eternal light goes unnoticed, but, with interiority, a person can benefit even 
from external physical light, catching brief glimpses of the divine. He describes 
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the fleeting character of the act of contemplation in an image of the sun shining 
through ‘oblique’ windows where the light enters by a narrow slit in a thick wall 
and illuminates a wide space. Similarly, a person in prayer catches brief glimpses 
of the otherwise inaccessible light and the mind broadens out in love and fervour.37 
This is the same comparison we saw in Origen, and it recurs, too, in the twentieth 
century.

‘A distant region of the world’: Insular Christianity

‘Insular Christianity’ is the church in the British Isles (‘a distant region of the world’ 
according the Romano-Briton Gildas) from the fifth century into the Middle 
Ages. We can distinguish different cultures – Romano-British, Anglo-Saxon and 
Celtic – even if there was considerable interaction between them. We will look at 
two individuals, at some examples of material culture, and at samples of the poetry 
of this era.

Two Romano-Britons: Patrick and Gildas

Patrick was born somewhere in Western Britain, probably in the fifth century. He 
was from the Romano-British elite calling himself a Roman citizen. Although the 
son of a deacon and grandson of a priest, he describes himself as non-believing.38 
On his account, he spent six years as a slave to Ireland where he had a religious 
conversion that never ceased to surprise him. Escaping, he trained as a priest, and 
returned to the land of his captivity as a missionary. His Confessions, a brief text 
written in old age, displays a solar rhetoric he acquired in his Romano-British 
Christian milieu.39

The solar religiosity evident at the Neolithic site at Newgrange in the Boyne 
Valley in Ireland (c. 3300 bce), where a shaft of sunlight fills a burial chamber for 
seventeen minutes at the winter solstice, is both intriguing and indecipherable. It 
is tempting to imagine points of continuity with the Ireland of Patrick’s lifetime, 
but there is no evidence. Indeed, apart from Patrick’s words, there is no evidence 
of solar worship in fifth-century Ireland.40 He insists that ‘all those who adore that 
sun will come to a bad, miserable penalty. We, however, believe in and adore the 
true sun, that is, Christ, who will never perish’.41 As regards the future, ‘there is 
no doubt whatever that we will rise on the appointed day in the brightness of the 
sun, that is, in the glory of Christ Jesus our redeemer’.42 Patrick describes a solar 
experience when he was young:

That same night while I was sleeping, Satan strongly put me to the test – I will 
remember it as long as I live! It was as if an enormous rock fell on me, and I 
lost all power in my limbs. Although I knew little about the life of the spirit at 
the time, how was it that I knew to call upon Helias? While these things were 
happening, I saw the sun rise in the sky, and while I was calling ‘Helias! Helias!’ 
with all my strength, the splendour of the sun fell on me; and immediately, all 
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that weight was lifted from me. I believe that I was helped by Christ the Lord, 
and that his spirit cried out for me.43

How to interpret this passage is a knotty problem.44 Suggestions that Patrick 
remembered youthful pagan sun worship, or that he remembered himself invoking 
Elijah, as Christ did on the cross, seem implausible. He describes himself as calling 
on Christ as Sun and receiving divine help as his night-time ordeal evaporates 
with the rising of the sun. But given his juvenile ignorance of the faith, Patrick is 
puzzled where the words ‘Helias! Helias!’ came from, just as he was puzzled as to 
how his youthful former self found himself rising before dawn during his captivity 
to devote himself to prayer. For our purposes, we note the link he makes between 
the rising of the physical sun and a spiritual visitation of Christ, and the density of 
solar motifs in such a short text as the Confession that points to the importance of 
sun symbolism in Patrick’s Romano-British Christian world.

Gildas, a Romano-British deacon who wrote probably in the early sixth century, 
has been described as the first medieval theologian.45 He employs a solar rhetoric 
similar to Patrick’s:

Meanwhile these islands, stiff with cold and frost, and in a distant region of the 
world, remote from the visible sun, received the beams of light, that is, the holy 
precepts of Christ, the true Sun, showing to the whole world his splendour, not 
only from the temporal firmament, but from the height of heaven.46

High crosses

High crosses were an important element in the visual culture of Insular Christianity. 
Whatever their origin, these freestanding stone artefacts were pioneered in the 
ambience of the Abbey of Whitby in the North of England, and their spread was 
encouraged by the impact of the Synod of Whitby in 664.47 Early versions were 
constructed in Anglo-Saxon England, with later Irish artists making their own 
distinctive contributions. Many more of them (around 300) survived in Ireland 
than in England, where most of the crosses were destroyed after the Reformation.

The circular pattern of high crosses is probably not a relic of earlier Celtic pagan 
solar beliefs, as is sometimes suggested, even if for instance bronze-age sun discs 
discovered at Coggalbeg, Co. Roscomon in 2009 have a strikingly similar form. The 
characteristic ring head may have been a technical development to reinforce the 
structure of the crosses.48 Even more likely is that it is a variant of the cross-in-circle 
(itself a solar motif) from continental Christianity that we see in the mausoleum 
of Galla Placidia and the apse of Sant’Apollinare in Classe at Ravenna.49 The solar 
cross illumines the cosmos, an idea expressed in verse by John Scotus Eriugena, 
the ninth-century Irish translator of Dionysius the Areopagite: ‘Behold the orb 
that shines with the rays of the sun, / which the Cross of Salvation spreads from its 
height, / Embracing the earth, the sea, the winds and the sky / And everything else 
believed to exist far away.’50
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Two high crosses from the eighth-century Anglo-Saxon kingdom of 
Northumbria, the Bewcastle Cross and the Ruthwell Cross, have clear solar 
motifs.51 The panels of the Bewcastle Cross are to be read following the movement 
of the sun throughout the day and throughout the year. In the morning, the sun 
shines on the eastern side, in the afternoon on the western. This cross sports the 
earliest surviving sundial in the British Isles. The Ruthwell Cross was destroyed in 
1642 but later reconstituted from surviving fragments.52 There is no sundial, but 
it too is designed so that the sun shines progressively on a series of panels as the 
day progresses, and as the year moves through its equinoxes and solstices. Christ 
is shown in the guise of a Germanic warrior hero – an inscription quotes the 
Anglo-Saxon poem The Dream of the Rood: ‘Then the young warrior, Almighty 
God, mounted the Cross, in the sight of many.’ Such high crosses were a creative 
remake of pre-Christian standing stones of the local pagan cultures and have 
been described as ‘triumphs of liturgical inculturation’.53 When the Benedictus 
was recited at Lauds in Ruthwell, the sun would have risen behind the figure 
of John the Baptist whose right index finger points across his body to the local 
horizon.

In a recent study of Irish high crosses, Roger Stalley identifies an artistic genius 
from the early tenth century based at the monastery of Monasterboice in County 
Louth whom he dubs the Muiredach Master. Stalley emphasizes the originality of Irish 
artistic achievements within the broader context of Christian iconography. The crosses 
studied are oriented on an east/west axis and were originally in the open air. To protect 
them from the elements, they are increasingly located indoors, and much is lost:

When crosses remain in the open the experience varies according to the time and 
season, the panels being lit in sparkling sequence as the rays of the sun pass from 
east to west. On summer evenings at Monasterboice it is hard not to experience 
a sense of wonder as the northern face of Muiredach’s cross is suddenly bathed 
in sunlight, the whole event over in just a few minutes, an experience we can still 
share with those who gazed at the monument a thousand years ago.54

Irish light

In That They May Face the Rising Sun, John McGahern describes the sun shining 
in the morning and at noon on Easter Sunday:

Easter morning came clear. There was no wind on the lake. There was also a 
great stillness. When the bells rang out for Mass, the strokes trembling on the 
water, they had the entire Easter world to themselves.

On such an Easter morning, as we were setting out for Mass, we were always 
shown the sun; Look how the molten globe and all the glittering rays are dancing. 
The whole of heaven is dancing in its joy that Christ has risen.55

The sun was now high above the lake. There wasn’t a wisp of cloud. 
Everywhere the water sparkled. A child could easily believe that the whole of 
heaven was dancing.56
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McGahern’s fascination with sparkling sunlight is not peculiar to him. The poet 
Seamus Heaney recounts what he calls ‘a kind of small epiphany’ in the 1960s as 
he enters and then leaves the dark interior of a dry-stone oratory on the Dingle 
Peninsula in County Kerry:

But coming out of the cold heart of the stone, into the sunlight and the dazzle of 
grass and sea, I felt a list in my heart, a surge towards happiness that must have 
been experienced over and over again by those monks as they crossed that same 
threshold centuries ago. This surge towards praise, this sudden apprehension of 
the world as light, as illumination, this is what remains central to our first nature 
poetry and makes it a unique inheritance.57

Early Irish monks wrote in broad daylight, while earlier pagan poets wrote in 
darkened interiors.58 An eighth- or ninth-century scribe rejoices: ‘The clear cuckoo 
sings to me, lovely discourse, / in its grey cloak from the crest of the bushes; / truly 
– may the Lord protect me! – / Well do I write under the forest wood.’59 In the early 
medieval period, windows in Irish churches were often especially small. As one 
historian put it, ‘in the case of Irish churches it is almost as if those commissioning 
them were aiming to create an atmosphere that was as different as possible from 
the outdoors’.60

An early medieval poet longs for heaven: ‘It were my mind’s desire to dwell 
in bright Paradise. It / were my mind’s desire to shine as shines the sun.’61 
There is a recurring vocabulary of brightness and sunlight: ‘Holy Jesus, / gentle 
friend, / star of the morning, / glorious sun of the noonday, / bright light of 
believers and of truth.’62 Solar epithets for Christ like ‘King of the bright sun’ 
or ‘King of the splendid sun’ get their resonance from a close observation of 
natural light – a ninth-century scribe writes in the margin of his manuscript: 
‘Pleasant to me is the glittering of the sun today upon these margins, because 
it flickers so.’63

Conclusion

In the early Latin church, Christian solar symbolism begins to assume its 
characteristically Western form. While Ambrose’s hymns exploit the spiritual 
potential of the physical phenomena of light, there is, in Augustine and Leo, a 
fading interest in the cosmos. Augustine’s personal history played a role in this, as 
did fears of solar paganism among Christians in the post-Constantinian church. 
The inward turn in Augustine and Gregory involved giving less attention to sun 
and to light. At the same time, Insular Christianity provides graphic examples of 
how Christian solar symbolism can assume new forms as it enters new cultural 
spaces.
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We now turn to the Middle Ages, with an eye to the second of the three questions 
we raised in the Introduction: how did the purchase of Christian solar symbolism 
come to weaken? We see how light and sun continued as a staple of religious 
experience and were central to the conception of medieval churches but that 
confidence in the objective character of cosmic symbolism continued to decline. 
Turning to the writings of some particularly creative individuals from the Middle 
Ages, we find rich resources for the retrieval and revival of solar symbolism.

Light and its symbolism

Solar symbolism

The patristic link between scripture and cosmos continued into the early Middle 
Ages. For the Irish scholar John Scotus Eriugena (c. 800–c. 877), translator 
of Dionysius the Areopagite into Latin, the created world is a theophany, and 
symbolism is a key to understanding it. He saw theology as articulating meanings 
that are part of the objective physical reality of things, rather than what he calls 
mere allegory: ‘So we did not use allegory when we said that Holy Scripture meant 
by the name of light the visible and intelligible form of things.’1 Amalarius of Metz 
(c. 775–c. 850) shows how natural light was integrated into the celebration of 
the Sacred Triduum (the last three days of Holy Week beginning with Maundy 
Thursday). Each of the twenty-four lights used at Tenebrae (literally ‘darkness’, 
referring to lauds and readings during the Triduum) signified an hour of the day. 
Together the lights symbolize Christ who illuminates his church by day and by 
night. The True Sun rests in the tomb between Good Friday and Easter, mourned 
by his church and hidden from view – just as the sun is not visible during an 
eclipse – and, as a sign of sorrow, the lights are extinguished.2 This exemplifies 
a symbolic mentality that continued into the twelfth century.3 According to 
M.D. Chenu, it meant that fire, for instance, ‘warms, casts light, purifies, burns, 
rejuvenates, consumes’ and ‘to constrict its meaning for the sake of conceptual 
clarity would have been to sterilize it, to kill its vitality’.4

Chapter 4

THE MIDDLE AGES
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Writing in a more theoretical vein, Anselm of Canterbury (1033/4–1109) could 
still sound like a church father from centuries earlier:

Truly, Lord, this is the inaccessible light in which You dwell. For there is nothing 
else which can penetrate through so that it might discover You there. Truly I do 
not see this light since it is too much for me; and yet whatever I see I see through 
it, just as an eye that is weak sees what it sees by the light of the sun which it 
cannot look at in the sun itself.5

Similarly, Bernard of Clairvaux’s Advent and Christmas sermons show how 
solar biblical texts used in third-century Alexandria figured in the devotional 
language of mediaeval France. In one sermon for Christmas Eve, we read: ‘the 
Sun of Justice, like a huge and brilliant candle has enkindled and enlightened the 
prison of this world’, and in another: ‘for you who fear God, the Sun of Justice will 
arise’.6 For the Epiphany, he writes, ‘Today the Magi come from the East seeking 
the risen Sun of Justice, the one of whom we read, Here is a man, the East is his 
name!’7

Symbolic thinking did not, then, disappear in the Middle Ages, but it declined 
in influence from the thirteenth century. Henri de Lubac describes this process as 
moving from symbolism to dialectic.8 Rather than letting natural symbols speak for 
themselves in a fresh and straightforward way, they were too often conceptualized 
or seen as a coded reference to be deciphered (as we saw with Eucherius of Lyons). 
Too many proposed interpretations of natural phenomena were far-fetched. The 
beryl, for instance, shining like sunlit water and warming the hand that holds it, 
was presented as an image of the Christian life warmed and illuminated by Christ 
the Sun.9

The study of physical light

The physical world was studied from another angle by scholars in universities and 
in monastic scriptoria using empirical observation and mathematical methods. 
Pioneers included Robert Grosseteste (1175–1253), Roger Bacon (1214–92) and 
Witelo, a Polish scholar at the papal court from 1270 to 1280. Nothing received 
more attention than astronomy and light (hence the title of a recent book, The Light 
Ages10). They were convinced that nature is a mirror reflecting divine order and 
giving access to the divine mind. This was the religious motivation for studying the 
movement of light rays, and phenomena such as crystals, dew drops or rainbows. 
Practical research into the use of lenses to correct myopia took off at the end of 
the thirteenth century (as we see in Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose), and by 
the end of the fourteenth century, scholars were turning their attention to mirror 
arches and other illusions. They were on the threshold of optical physics and 
modern science.11
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Medieval church light

Architecture and light

Physical light was pivotal in the conception of sacred spaces. The ninth-century 
chapel of St Zeno in the Roman basilica of Santa Prassede is a striking example. 
Images of the Virgin Mary and John the Baptist flank a space where there would 
usually be an image of Christ. Instead, there is a window facing east. Christ is 
represented by the light of the rising sun entering through the window. An 
inscription reads, ego sum lux – ‘I am the Light’. In the Oratory of Santa Maria in 
Valle in Cividale, northeast Italy, on the western wall, six statues of women saints 
(probably from the mid-eighth century) flank a central window. The two figures 
on either side of the window gesture towards it in acclamation of Christ the Light.

Natural light was the primary source of illumination in churches, but the light 
of candles, or the gleaming of precious stones or stained-glass windows, had an 
ancillary role to the same end – symbolic access to divine light. The importance 
of light is clear from how much was spent on it. As well as candles on altars, from 
the thirteenth century onwards, sanctuary lamps marked the presence of the 
Blessed Sacrament, and increasingly tombs, shrines and statues were surrounded 
by votive lamps. The candles were made of beeswax which was more costly than oil 
or rushes. Chapels receiving the mortal remains of the deceased were generously 
illuminated. In 1422, 12,000 pounds of beeswax was burnt in the Cathedral of 
Notre Dame de Paris for the funeral rites of King Charles VI12. To this day, a chapel 
housing the body of a deceased person is termed in French une chapelle ardente. 
The cost of beeswax candles pales into insignificance, however, when compared 
with the investment in constructing cathedrals and churches. Church windows 
were the chief impetus behind the growth of the glass industry from the twelfth 
century, and mediaeval church architecture as a whole constitutes a colossal 
investment in the orchestration of light.

Ornate style

Suger (1081–1151), Abbot of Saint-Denis near Paris, gives the first sustained 
treatment of the use of light in worship in the tradition of Augustine.13 The king 
gave gold and precious stones to Saint-Denis so that the church could be as 
radiant as the brightest ray of sunshine.14 These stones were valued because they 
were transparent and light-bearing. The similar sound of ‘Christ’ and ‘crystal’ was 
thought to be providential,15 and ‘noble’ substances such as gold or glass gave the 
divine light more effective expression than wood or stone, with different colours, 
for example, in stained glass windows, expressing different aspects of light.16 
Natural light directs attention to divine light17 – verses inscribed at the main 
entrance to Saint-Denis urge the visitor:

Marvel not at the gold and the expense but at the
craftsmanship of the work.
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Bright is the noble work; but, being nobly bright, the work
Should brighten the minds, so that they may travel,
through the true lights,
To the True Light where Christ is the true door.18

Ervin Panofsky and Otto von Simon credited Suger with a sophisticated 
Neoplatonist vision based on his study of Dionysius the Areopagite.19 There is no 
evidence, however, that Suger read Dionysius, and his approach is more historical 
and liturgical than philosophical. Probably, he represents broad currents of 
mediaeval thought on light:

In some form or other the great metaphor of light was built into the ordinary 
Christian perception of the world, and had become part of the stock in trade of 
everyone who ever preached a sermon. There is perhaps a sense in which anyone 
who, like Browning, greets the sun in the morning and feels that ‘God’s in his 
heaven, all’s right with the world’, may be called a Platonist. It could be argued 
that … Suger was a diluted Platonist of this kind.20

He seems to have drawn his inspiration from the texts of the liturgy and the Bible, 
and from Christian poetry, rather than from Neoplatonist theory or scholastic 
theology.21 In this, he resembles his critic Bernard of Clairvaux, as well as Hildegard 
of Bingen and Francis of Assisi.

Saint-Denis was the first major Gothic church. Other celebrated examples 
include Notre Dame de Paris (second half of the twelfth century), Reims (c. 1240–
50) and most particularly Sainte Chapelle in Paris (c. 1260) where everything is 
sacrificed to light. Gothic pointed arches and spires direct the viewer upwards. 
Exuberance and aspiration are everywhere, in what John McGahern termed ‘an 
elevation and emancipation of the soul, of love and light, height and openness’.22 
This verticality remains a permanent feature of Christian experience, and one 
of the reasons why medieval cathedrals are a resource for the revival of solar 
symbolism today.

Plain style

Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) reacted against the work of Suger and against 
what he saw as the excessive splendour of the celebrated Abbey of Cluny. The 
sparkling colours of stained-glass windows and precious stones were vain and 
decadent.23 At the same time, Bernard’s religious order, the Cistercians, developed 
their own aesthetic of clean, simple spaces of unadulterated sunlight and daylight. 
The geometry of light was important for the planning of early Cistercian churches, 
where the slow movement of the sun shining into the church as the day went by 
was integrated but not intrusive. Like other monks, Cistercians depended on 
the sun for the regulation of their ordered life. A breakthrough in the design of 
mechanical clocks came around 1300,24 but before the widespread introduction 
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of effective clocks and pendulums in the seventeenth century, the principal clock 
for monks continued to be the sun. For Cistercian monasteries, it was only in 1429 
that a regime of equal hours was established.25

Despite their differences, the architectures of Suger and the Cistercians were both 
Christian architectures of light and sun.26 They shared a philosophy diametrically 
opposed to the dualism of the Cathars, which saw matter as intrinsically evil.27 
For mainstream medieval Christian thought, wherever there is matter there is 
light, and the omnipresence of physical light28 is a model for the omnipresence of 
creative intelligible light.29 Light was also the physical basis of all beauty, enabling 
all movement and expansion. While such theoretical notions and sophisticated 
symbolic patterns expressed in art may well have escaped the great mass of the 
faithful, the light entering ordinary medieval parish churches through stained-
glass windows conveyed a vivid sense of divine glory and majesty.30

Three German women

Hildegard of Bingen

Hildegard (1098–1179) was a polymath described as one of the most influential 
women in church history.31 Today, she combines a significant presence, as herbalist, 
composer and artist, in New Age material with the title Saint and Doctor of the 
Universal Church conferred on her by Pope Benedict XVI on 7 October 2012. 
In 1146, Hildegard wrote out of the blue to the best-known churchman of her 
day, Bernard of Clairvaux, asking him to authenticate her visions. She takes the 
traditional image of the eagle, the only creature thought to be able to look directly 
at the sun:

Father Bernard, I want you to reassure me, and then I will be certain! In a vision 
two years ago I saw you as a man able to stare at the sun without flinching, a 
courageous man … You are the eagle staring at the sun!32

Hildegard’s view of the world was shot through with light and solar symbolism. 
In her letters, she refers to Mal. 4.2 (the Sun of Justice will come with healing in 
his wings) more than to any other scriptural text except Heb. 12.12 (the heavenly 
Jerusalem, the city of the living God).33 In meditations on the incarnation and the 
paschal mystery, Christ is a radiant dawn:

And in the earth too appears a radiance like the dawn, into which the flame is 
miraculously absorbed, without being separated from the blazing fire.34

And you see a serene Man coming forth from this radiant dawn, Who pours 
out His brightness into the darkness; and it drives Him back with great force, 
so that He pours out the redness of blood and the whiteness of pallor into it, 
and strikes the darkness such a strong blow that the person who is lying in it 
is touched by Him, takes on a shining appearance and walks out of it upright.35
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Even brief excerpts from Hildegard’s writings reveal an original voice. The Holy 
Spirit speaks to her:

I am also the fiery life of the divine essence – I flame above the beauty of the 
fields; I shine in the waters; in the sun, the moon and the stars, I burn … Even the 
sun is alive in its own light; and when the moon is on the point of disappearing, 
it is kindled by the sun, so that it lives, as it were, afresh.36

In the cosmos, ‘all living creatures are, so to speak, sparks from the radiation of 
God’s brilliance, and the sparks emerge from God like the rays of the sun’.37 She 
gave the word viriditas (greenness) new meaning: ‘O most noble greenness, / you 
are rooted in the sun,/ and you shine in bright serenity / in a sphere / no earthly 
eminence / attains. // You are enfolded / in the embraces of divine / ministries. You 
blush like the dawn / and burn like a flame of the sun.’38

The Living Light is described in terms of Transfiguration and personified 
wisdom:

She is so bright and glorious that you cannot look at her or her garments for 
the splendor with which she shines. For she is terrible with the terror of the 
avenging lightning, and gentle with the goodness of the bright sun; … she is 
with everyone and in everyone, and so beautiful is her secret that no person 
can know the sweetness with which she sustains people, and spares them in an 
inscrutable mercy.39

Mechthild of Magdeburg

Mechthild of Magdeburg (c. 1212–c. 1282) was a Beguine (a member of a 
community of devout lay women) in northern Germany. Her visionary teachings, 
written in Low German, provoked strong opposition. After a period of poverty 
and isolation, she ended her days in the Cistercian convent at Helfta. Her time 
there as an old and blind resident overlapped with the early life of Gertrude the 
Great in the same convent. Mechthild’s texts are vivid and original. In the following 
two excerpts, the creature is a mirror image of God, and we have God addressing 
the creature in terms of sight, taste and smell. It was usual to describe God in 
solar terms, but in Mechthild’s bold conception God returns the compliment and 
uses the same imagery to describe a human being. The visionary addresses God: 
‘Lord, you are my lover, / My desire, / My flowing fount, / My sun; / And I am 
your reflection.’40 God addresses the human soul: ‘You taste like a grape. / Your 
fragrance is like Balsam. / Your radiance is like the sun. / You are an enhancement 
of my most sublime love.’41

Gertrude the Great of Helfta

The Spiritual Exercises of Gertrude the Great (1256–1301/2) are, according to 
Pope Benedict XVI, ‘a rare jewel of mystical spiritual literature’.42 Written for her 
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fellow sisters, they integrate personal prayer into a life that revolves around the 
church’s liturgy.43 Christ speaks: ‘I am, indeed, from the land of angels, an exemplar 
of radiance. / I am myself the spendor of the divine sun. / I am the most fulgent 
spring day.’44

In Exercise Five, Gertrude offers a series of prose poems to nourish around three 
hours of prayer spread over a day. The exercise seems to combine two originally 
distinct works. The first part of the exercise divides the day into three periods: 
morning, midday and evening. The second part has seven periods corresponding 
to the seven canonical hours. The exercises are designed ‘for the kindling of your 
senses by the true sun, who is God, so that your love may never be extinguished 
but may grow from day to day’.45 In the morning, Gertrude meditates: ‘O serenest 
light of my soul, very brightest morning, ah, break into day in me now and begin 
so to shine for me that by your light I may see light and that through you my 
night may be turned into day.’46 Christ is the ‘imperial morning star, fulgent with 
divine brightness’.47 ‘At noonday, approach the spouse blazing in love for you so 
that he, the sun of justice, may kindle your luke-warmness with the fervor of his 
cherishing-love.’48 In the evening, Jesus declares: ‘There you will find me, Jesus, the 
true today of divine brightness, who am the beginning and the end of all creation.’49

Francis of Assisi

The Canticle of Brother Sun

Praised be to you, my Lord, with all your creatures,
especially Sir Brother Sun,
who is the day, and by him you give us light.
And he is beautiful and shining with great splendour,
of you, Most High, he bears the sign.50

Pope Francis took the opening words of Francis’s canticle – Laudato sì – as the title 
of his encyclical on care of the planet and poverty. Viewed historically, Francis of 
Assisi (1181/2–1226) and his poem are, in several respects, very different from 
many of our stereotypes. His profession of fraternity comes from suffering, and the 
Canticle is primarily a cry.51 He was not a nature lover in the contemporary sense. 
He never used the word ‘nature’ and could cast a cold, unromantic eye on what 
today we call scenery, finding no delight in the fields and vineyards of Umbria.52

Thirteenth-century accounts present different strands in the composition of the 
Canticle, one anguished, the other serene. The anguish is true to the process of 
composition, the peace to the final product.53 Most of the poem was written when 
Francis was at San Damiano in 1225, the year after he received the stigmata on 
Mount La Verna. He was in a desperate state, mentally and physically. Sunlight 
was painful because of an eye infection exacerbated by botched treatments and 
his cell rat-infested. After a sleepless night of fear that he might die and go to 
hell, he composed the first nine strophes of the Canticle. In 1226, he added the 
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stanza on ‘Sister Death’ and died on the evening of 3 October, to the strains of the 
Canticle sung for him by brothers Angelo and Leo. After his mental and physical 
trials, Francis came to see creation bathed in a soft light, pure like the first light 
of morning, reconciled with itself in a universal brotherhood of creatures. Death 
loses its sting, and the primal human fear becomes Sister Death.

Creator and creation

The sources of the poem are in the Bible (e.g. Ps. 148) and the liturgy. His interest is 
the Creator and his creation, and he talks about Brother Sun because, like him, the 
sun is a creature. He wrote the Canticle to make up for human ingratitude and sin. 
The first stanza says that God must be praised, but human beings are sinners and 
are not worthy to do it, and so he passes the baton on to inanimate creatures.54 Ever 
since the thirteenth century, there have been questions: What does ‘of ’ mean in the 
title? Is it by Brother Sun or through Brother Sun or for Brother Sun? Probably, as 
is frequent in poetry, the word has simultaneously a variety of meanings. Brother 
Sun is a creature who praises God, but he is also saluted. He is useful, giving us 
light, but in his splendour he points to another world – ‘of you, Most High, he 
bears the sign’.

A call to conversion and praise

The poem is in equal measure fascinating and challenging. According to Francis, at 
dawn when the sun rises everyone should praise God the Creator, because it is by 
agency of the sun that our eyes are lit by daylight.55 The Canticle of Brother Sun is a 
radically theocentric poem, above all an act of praise and gratitude. It is also for Francis 
a summons to conversion. He suggested that it could be sung to friars struggling to 
overcome some moral fault and had strophes 10 and 11 sung in front of the bishop’s 
palace and the town hall in Assisi to effect a reconciliation between them.56

Thomas Aquinas

Transmitting solar tradition

Thomas Aquinas (1225–74) continued traditional solar themes. He viewed 
the Cathars as latter-day Manichees who saw God as infinite physical light and 
‘thought that the sun we see with our physical eyes was Christ the Lord’.57 The sun 
expresses God’s invisible perfections but is not to be worshipped. Just as the sun 
shines everywhere in the world without losing its identity, the Divine Goodness 
permeates the world in a non-dualistic way. The sun is always totally luminous, 
and it illuminates the whole world. When there is no sun, there is decay and 
ageing.58 ‘For Christ, the Sun of Justice, it is always day and the time for acting; but 
not with respect to us, because we are not always able to receive his grace due to 
some obstacle on our part.’59



4. The Middle Ages 53

Downgrading metaphor

At the same time, Aquinas contributed to a decline in the use of cosmic symbolism 
and metaphor in theology. According to M. D. Chenu, he tried to go beyond symbols 
and metaphors, which he saw as typical of an outmoded Platonic theology. Aquinas 
held that one cannot argue theologically using symbols – theologia symbolica non 
est argumentativa.60 For the most part, he conceptualized metaphors and images 
when he applied them to God. The notion of intelligible light, for example, is entirely 
conceptualized. He favoured clear, precise, literal language and Chenu likens his 
clarity and precision to a cut diamond. But a price is paid as words are emptied 
of figurative power and images are divested of any reference to matter.61 Aquinas 
saw the literal/metaphorical distinction as important, insisting that some terms, 
such as ‘rock’, can only be applied to God metaphorically.62 For him, metaphorical 
statements come a poor second to literal assertions, expressing truth but in a 
deficient way.63 A good example of Aquinas’s approach is a comparison between 
human beings and bats and owls. Just as a bat cannot observe the sun because of its 
weak eyes, human beings cannot understand God because of the weakness of our 
intellect.64 Any figurative power in the comparison has been drained off. The way 
he handles Malachi 4.2 is not entirely different: a sunray is created by the Divine 
Goodness and has some objective similarity to that Goodness; therefore, it is 
fitting that God be described, metaphorically, as sunlight.65 Given the lowly status 
of metaphors, making ‘symbol’ and ‘metaphor’ equivalents (as in his expression 
symbolice vel metaphorice) means that to some degree cosmic symbols such as that 
of the sun are treated as simply human creations.66 According to Cornelius Ernst, 
this approach ‘suggests in germ the emergence of an acosmic humanism which is 
still with us’.67 Natural objects in themselves have no symbolic meaning; at least, 
Aquinas nowhere said that they do. The symbolic cosmos of the early Middle Ages 
was giving way to something else.68

The language of light

Unlike Neoplatonists such as his contemporary Bonaventure or the earlier John 
Scotus Eriugena, Thomas Aquinas did not see physical light as a spiritual reality. 
He identified light with sunlight, asking how the physical light created on the first 
day of creation could come into existence before the sun.69 For Bonaventure, by 
contrast, the primary literal meaning of ‘light’ is spiritual, and the word is used in a 
secondary, metaphorical sense when applied to daylight, sunlight or candlelight.70 
Aquinas’s rival account is closer to how the language of light is actually used: the 
primary literal meaning of ‘light’ is physical light, and when the term is applied to 
spiritual realities such as human insight or the divine nature, it is given a stretched, 
‘analogical’, meaning, or is used as a metaphor.

Illumination was an important notion in Aquinas’s theology.71 For him, 
‘intellectual light’ is the power of the human mind to abstract from sensible data 
and grasp reality, and ‘light’ is used in a stretched, analogical but nevertheless 
literal, sense to describe the intellect – just as the word ‘see’ is used analogically 
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when we say, ‘See how it tastes.’72 Similarly, talking about God, he gives ‘light’ a 
stretched, literal meaning. When he asserts that the divine essence, which is 
pure act, is light itself, he is speaking literally and not metaphorically.73 In his 
theology, he puts a premium on precise argument couched in literal language. The 
sun and light language in scripture and in liturgy, however, is overwhelmingly 
metaphorical, and there is a twofold downside to Aquinas’s approach: a lack of 
attention to the cosmos as a theological resource, and a neglect of the expressive 
power of metaphors. This downside is part of the background to the fact that, in 
modern Western theology and spirituality, the revealed symbols of light and sun 
have not received the attention called for by their place in scripture and tradition. 
There is nothing automatic about such a neglect of cosmic metaphors, however. 
In his Divine Comedy, Dante Alighieri (c. 1265–1321) expresses Christian faith 
in a poem integrating Aquinas’s theology of intellectual light – ‘light, pure light 
of intellect, all love’74 – with finely observed descriptions of shades of sunlight75 
exploited to gesture towards the Love that moves the sun and the other stars.76

Conclusion

In the Middle Ages, traditional solar language continued and Hildegard of 
Bingen, Francis of Assisi and Dante, for instance, remain resources for a revival of 
Christian solar symbolism today. A Christian culture of light bore remarkable fruit 
in the cathedrals and churches of that epoch. These buildings and their artistic 
contents call out for a re-appropriation of their visual theology of light. Light was 
also the object of intense study in medieval universities and monasteries. At the 
same time, a tendency developed in the Middle Ages to invest natural phenomena 
with meanings that were sometimes unconvincing and artificial, rather than to let 
epiphanic cosmic symbols speak for themselves. Moreover, Aquinas’s theological 
language tended to devalue symbols and metaphors. In Chapter 6, we will return 
to solar cosmic symbolism and its expression in metaphorical language with a 
view to recovering something that has been partially lost.
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The birth of the modern era

Michelangelo’s The Last Judgment

Ending a survey of world history, J. M. Roberts remarked that ‘only two general 
truths emerge from the study of history. One is that things tend to change much 
more, and more quickly, than one might think. The other is that they tend to change 
much less, and much more slowly, than one might think’.1 An era of rapid change, 
and equally of deep continuity with the past, was underway when Michelangelo 
started work on the fresco of The Last Judgement in the Sistine Chapel in 1536. 
When it was cleaned and restored in the 1990s, its original solar character became 
evident. The fresco is light and bright, and the young beardless figure of Christ at 
the centre of the fresco is clearly modelled on the classical sun god Apollo. The 
circular structure of the fresco gives it a cosmic character. Michelangelo scholar 
Charles de Tornay noted parallels with the heliocentric vision of Copernicus, only 
to discount any influence because Copernicus’s pioneering work Revolutions was 
only published in 1543, two years after the unveiling of The Last Judgement on 31 
October 1541.2 Copernicus’s ideas were, however, circulating for decades before 
Revolutions was published, and Michelangelo was familiar with them, having 
resided in Bologna and in Rome when Copernicus was active in those cities. 
Other influences on Michelangelo included traditional Christian sun symbolism 
that he was exposed to through his involvement with church reform movements 
in Italy. The cosmology of Dante was also an influence – Michelangelo was an 
enthusiastic reader of his works – as was Renaissance Neoplatonism, with its 
intense concentration on solar symbolism.

Renaissance and Reformation

Apollo, a sun god but also god of poetry and music, loomed large in Renaissance 
Rome. The idea that ancient Rome was a providential precursor of the papal city 
had a long lineage and St Peter was sometimes presented as being buried in the 
temple of Apollo. Renaissance popes were sometimes seen as ruling at the centre 
of the world, initiating a golden age of art and poetry. In 1517, Pope Leo X listened 
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to a laudatory discourse in which he is depicted as Apollo or the sun, and the 
Vatican as Parnassus, the Hill of Apollo.3 The idea of a new era full of sunlight was, 
however, a wider European phenomenon. Rabelais asked:

What is the cause, most learned Tiraqueau, that in our time, so full of light, in 
which we see all branches of learning restored to their former estate by some 
singular favor of the gods, we find men so constituted that they either will not 
or cannot break out of the thick, almost Cimmerian fog of Gothic times, or raise 
their eyes towards the dazzling torch of the sun?4

Florentine Neoplatonist Marsilio Ficino gives the sun a centrality unparalleled 
in the earlier tradition; it replaces Christ as a theological and spiritual focus:

Perhaps light is itself the celestial spirit’s sense of sight, or its act of seeing, 
operating from a distance, linking all things to heaven, yet never leaving heaven 
nor mixing with external things … Just look at the skies, I pray you, citizens of 
heavenly fatherland … The sun can signify God himself to you, and who shall 
dare to say the sun is false.5

While Christian in intention, Ficino’s solar theology was essentially a naturalistic 
theology couched in Christian terminology6 and the long-term influence 
of Renaissance Neoplatonism was limited. As regards the Reformation, it is 
continuity rather than change that predominates. In later chapters, we will see 
examples of traditional Christian solar symbolism in Lutheranism, Anglicanism 
and the Church of Scotland.

Tommaso Campanella

Tommaso Campanella (1568–1639), an almost exact contemporary of Galileo, 
exemplifies solar interest in the intellectual world of the early modern era. He was 
a maverick Dominican thinker most celebrated as the author of The City of the 
Sun, a utopia written in a prison cell of the Inquisition in 1602 and published in 
1637. He did not himself support Copernican heliocentrism but wrote an Apology 
for Galileo in 1616. He defended the ‘Matematico Fiorentino’, as he called Galileo, 
asserting the right to study the Book of Nature objectively. Campanella died at 
dawn on 31 May 1639, whilst practising natural magic (the distinctions between 
science and magic were not clear at that time) to prevent a forthcoming solar 
eclipse. In his utopia, the sun had a central place in the ideal religion:

No creature but God do they deem worthy of latria, and Him they serve under 
the sign of the sun which is the symbol and visage of God from Whom comes 
light and warmth and every other thing. For this reason their altar is shaped like 
a sun, and their priests pray to God in the sun and in the stars as though these 
were His altars, and they pray to Him in the sky as though that were His temple.7
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The rise of modern science

In the words of Herbert Butterfield, it is the scientific revolution that ‘outshines 
everything since the rise of Christianity and reduces the Renaissance and 
Reformation to the rank of mere episodes, mere internal displacements, within 
the system of mediaeval Christendom’.8 Science and technology have changed the 
experience of light and darkness more than the Renaissance or the Reformation. 
Columbus landed in the New World when Copernicus was nineteen, and navigation 
needed a more satisfactory astronomy than that of Ptolemy and an improvement 
on the Julian calendar. In the early 1500s, Copernicus was already working on a 
new calendar and in 1514 he circulated an outline of his heliocentric hypothesis. 
In 1609, Galileo (1564–1642) confirmed it empirically. By 1700, Galileo’s view was 
generally accepted and cautiously taught even in church institutions, despite Pope 
Urban VIII’s 1616 condemnation.9 These developments made surprisingly little 
difference to Christian solar symbolism. Medieval astronomical research, at its best 
conducted with a rigour and openness that anticipated modern scientific research, 
often saw the earth as spherical, not flat, giving it a lowly location on maps of the 
cosmos.10 In the long term, it is not at the level of a particular proposition, such 
as heliocentrism, that science has impacted on traditional solar symbolism, but 
in the effects of technology on daily life. Heliocentrism would, in fact, offer new 
devotional opportunities.

As the modern era developed, even when most scientists were theists, as Galileo 
and Newton were, God came to be seen as establishing and operating laws by his 
divine will, from outside creation, in such a way that nature itself does not mediate 
communion with anything higher, and transcendence, or even beauty, could come 
to be attributed solely to the subjective reactions of the human observer.11 This 
philosophical approach hollows out cosmic symbolism, but is not itself a scientific 
proposition. To tell the time, medieval monks could easily use their own shadow 
or a stick. They constructed sundials to celebrate the regular pattern of their 
monastic life in a divinely ordered cosmos.12 Symbolism and the objective study of 
the universe are not mutually exclusive.

Christian solar symbolism in a new era

New devotional possibilities

Astronomy revealed an immense universe that Blaise Pascal found overwhelming: 
‘In the end it is the greatest perceivable sign of God’s overwhelming power that 
our imagination loses itself in this thought.’13 In this new context, there is deep 
continuity with the solar symbolism of earlier eras, and in the architecture and 
church design of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, solar rays figure in 
the ‘glories’ of Baroque church interiors.14 But there is also profound change. The 
interior of St Peter’s Basilica in Rome is a good example of how, in the Baroque 
era, the theatre of the Christian life is no longer the medieval cosmos, but the 
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church interior and the interior life of the soul. Light streams down through clear 
windows proclaiming the reality of sanctifying grace.15

Pierre de Bérulle

Pierre de Bérulle (1575–1629) was a pioneer in what has come to be called 
the French School of spirituality that centres on Christ and the mystery of the 
incarnation. Bérulle uses the traditional descriptions of Christ as the True Sun, 
Sun of Justice and even ‘East’, proposing ‘to contemplate the true Sun of the world, 
the Sun of this sun that enlightens us, the Sun of justice who enlightens everyone 
coming into the world’.16 Recounting the ancient custom of facing east during 
baptism, he concludes: ‘As I say, we should adore him as an Orient, but an eternal 
Orient; an Orient that exists always at midday by the fullness of its light and always 
in its Orient by the state and perfection of its birth, which continues forever and 
never finishes, just as it never has a beginning.’17 The physical sun is an image of 
Jesus: ‘He is a sun who chose to depict and represent himself by the natural sun, 
which is only his shadow and symbol. For the sun is the image of God, the Father 
of nature, universal source of life. And Jesus is the true and living image of the 
eternal Father.’18

Bérulle was a contemporary of Galileo and embraced the devotional possibilities 
he saw opening with the Copernican revolution. Prudently, he declared that, even 
if the theory is not taken up in the science of astronomy, it ‘is useful and should 
be followed in the science of salvation’.19 A Christian life centres round the person 
of Christ, just as the planets circle round the sun: ‘Jesus is the true centre of the 
world and the world should be in continuous movement towards him. Jesus is the 
Sun of our souls and from him we receive every grace, every light and every effect 
of his power.’20

The Society of Jesus and a modern solar emblem

When Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556), founder of the Society of Jesus, went to 
his place of work, ‘he would stand there and take off his hat; without stirring, he 
would fix his eyes on the heavens for a short while. Then, sinking to his knees, 
he would make a lowly gesture of reverence to God’.21 In his Spiritual Exercises, 
justice, goodness, pity and mercy come from God like rays descending from the 
sun.22 Ignatius says he saw Christ as a light emitting rays on many occasions. Once 
he saw something white emitting rays that he took to be God’s creation of light. 
Another time, at the elevation of the host, he saw with interior eyes white rays 
coming down from above.23 Again, in his Diary for 6 March 1544, he writes: ‘I felt 
and saw, not obscurely but brightly, in full light, the very Being or Essence of God, 
appearing as a sphere, a little larger than the sun appears.’24 Given the Inquisition’s 
allergy to alumbrados and any claims to divine illumination, this light and sun 
language is remarkable. Ignatius’s recurring imagery of descending sunrays 
expresses an invitation to active service in a world illumined by God’s presence.25
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The monogram IHS was used on the frontispiece of the first printed edition 
of Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises in 1549. When the seal of the Society of Jesus was 
being designed, under the personal supervision of Ignatius, it had the three letters 
plus sunrays indicating that Jesus was the Sun of Justice.26 Alternating rectilinear 
and undulating rays give the image a vibrant feel, like a fiery sunburst. The primary 
focus is the name and person of Jesus, with a secondary solar motif – sometimes 
IHS has a solar surrounding, sometimes not. The monogram has been used widely 
in modern Catholicism, and Pope Francis, a Jesuit, has it in its solar form in his 
coat of arms.

The IHS Christogram, sometimes written as ‘Ihesus’, was pre-medieval. One 
inscription reads: ‘I am IHS of Nazareth, King of the Jews.’27 The Franciscan 
Bernardine of Siena (1380–1440) gave it a solar character. His distinctive 
contribution was a painted wooden tablet with the initials IHS surrounded by 
sunrays, against a blue background. ‘This name, glorious above all others, must 
be set in the most glorious place in the world, namely in the sun.’28 His tablet 
with sunrays was sometimes called his ‘sun’29 – and rival religious orders alleged 
superstition and even idolatry. Remarkably, anxieties about solar idolatry among 
Christians could still resurface. Bernardine was vindicated in ecclesiastical trials, 
and the devotion spread rapidly. While this modern solar emblem is analogous to 
the ancient winged solar disc, it has a more personal character.

Sun and eucharist

The monstrance, the ornate metal object used to display the sacred host, first 
appeared in the thirteenth century.30 As early as 1405, we have a reference to a sun 
monstrance, and often it had twelve rays. The preaching of Bernardine of Siena, 
with his solar IHS tablet, and the developing feast of Corpus Christi favoured its 
use, and by 1486 it is referred to as ‘a sun where you place the sacred host’.31 During 
the Counter Reformation the sunburst monstrance, with a circular glass space 
surrounded by sun rays, became one of the standard designs, as the ceremony of 
Benediction grew in popularity along with devotions such as Perpetual Adoration 
and the Forty Hours. Another current linked with eucharistic piety in this era was 
devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus which was associated with Marguerite-Marie 
Alacoque (1647–90) who described the Heart of Christ as shining more brilliantly 
than the sun.32 She was part of a wider current. Polish Jesuit Gasper Druzbicki 
(1589–1662) presents the Sacred Heart as ‘the sun in the sky’ to be contemplated 
with the boldness of young eagles, to prepare for Holy Communion.33 Eucharistic 
devotions continued throughout the modern era. In nineteenth-century France, 
Pierre-Julien Eymard (1811–68) declares:

It is not astonishing that the pagans should have adored it as the god of the 
world. In actual fact, the sun obeys a supreme Sun, the divine Word, Jesus 
Christ, who illumines everyone coming into this world and who, through the 
Eucharist, Sacrament of life, acts in person in the very depths of souls in order to 
form Christian families and peoples.34
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Poets often articulate subliminal meaning and two twentieth-century poets 
reveal how solar eucharistic piety may have faded but it had not disappeared. 
Patrick Kavanagh describes Benediction during the pilgrimage at Lough Derg 
in Ireland: ‘The Sacramental sun turns round and “Holy, Holy, Holy”.’35 Seamus 
Heaney recalls the devotions of his youth: ‘Altar-stone was dawn and monstrance 
noon.’36

Solar symbolism in the new world

An Aztec solar Christ

When Cortés started his conquest of Mexico in 1519 and Francisco Pizarro of Peru 
a little later, they encountered cultures with vigorous solar cults. At Chiapas, in 
southern Mexico, on 15 February 2016, Pope Francis quoted the Popol Vuh, a pre-
Christian Maya text: ‘The dawn rises on all of the tribes together. The face of the 
earth was immediately healed by the sun.’37 The Nahua or Aztecs offered human 
hearts to the sun, to maintain the cosmic order, and many came to see Spaniards 
and Christianity as fulfilling ancient prophecies of a new solar epoch. As well as 
conquistadors, there arrived mendicant friars in possession of a Christian solar 
rhetoric. They had an outlook that was ‘millennial, militant, and medieval’38 and, 
like the Aztecs, they lived in a symbolically charged cosmos.39 Solar symbolism 
took on new forms in the encounter with the cultures of the new world which 
began two generations before the Council of Trent.

Among the factors that contributed to the conversion of the Aztecs to 
Christianity was a successful process of inculturation through a marriage of Aztec 
and Christian symbolism. Translated into Nahuatl, Christian expressions picked 
up new symbolic associations and the meaning of Nahuatl terms was changed 
under Christian influence.40 The Aztecs believed the souls of fallen warriors join 
the rising sun in heaven, where, taking the shape of brightly coloured birds, they 
suck the nectar of paradise. Christ as the Rising Sun became for the Aztecs a deity 
who has taken the place of the sun, presiding over a new age.41 Mt. 17.2, where 
Jesus’s face shines like the sun, was translated into Nahuatl as: ‘Indeed, the face of 
our lord Jesus Christ, the way it greatly shone, the way it greatly shimmered, it was 
like the sun.’42 A responsory ‘From you has risen the Sun of Justice’ becomes ‘From 
you was born the possessor of proper living, the divine sun’.43 Many saw the Christ-
Sun as representing cosmic order, touching living people and their crops44 – the 
Aztec worldview was monist, without rigid divisions between the material and the 
spiritual, the natural and the supernatural.

Just over thirty years after the arrival of the Spaniards, Aztec aristocrat Antonio 
Cortés Totoquihuatzin calls Emperor Charles V the one who leads pagans from 
darkness to the clear light possessed by Christians, to the Sun of Justice which 
is Christ.45 Aztec converts worked with their European mentors, and, despite 
inevitable ambiguities and confusion, a new Christian aesthetic developed.46 We 
can speak of a healthy syncretism where enactment and ritual were as important 
as belief and doctrine.47 Sun and blood were primary images for the Aztecs, who 



Christian Solar Symbolism64

used volcanic glass for dark mirrors in the cult of the sun god Hitziliopochtl and 
also to gouge out the hearts of sacrificial victims.48 Missionaries placed obsidian 
mirrors on outdoor crosses, so that the physical sun could shine on the site of the 
True Sun’s bloody sacrifice.

The ‘Sacramented Sun’

Missionaries used the sunburst monstrance to link the sun and Christ present 
in the ‘eucharistic tortilla’. He was the ‘Sacramented Sun’ (sol sacramentado) or 
the ‘Divine Sun’ (sol divino). In a papal brief of 1558, Pope Paul IV advises: ‘The 
days which the Indians, according to their ancient rites, dedicate to the sun and 
their idols should be replaced with feasts in honour of the true sun, Jesus Christ.’49 
According to Bartolomé de Las Casas, ‘one needs only to help them substitute the 
Creator, the Sun of Justice, for the sun, the material creature’.50 The process of ritual 
substitution was successful. During a total eclipse of the sun in 1611, the terrified 
faithful ran into the churches to reverence the exposed Blessed Sacrament ‘so that, 
it being the true Sun of Justice, they might obtain mercy from it’.51

The Virgin of Guadalupe

The image of the Virgin of Guadalupe, perhaps the most important item of 
Christian material culture in Latin America, helped create a new culture. In the 
Nican Mopohua, a seventeenth-century Nahuatl text that describes the apparition 
of the Virgin Mary to the Aztec Juan Diego as he ascends the hill of Tepeyac, near 
Mexico City, the imagery of luminosity and sun is striking:

7. And as he drew near the little hill called Tepeyac it was beginning to dawn.
11. He was looking up toward the top of the hill, towards the direction the sun 
rises from, toward where the precious heavenly song was coming from.
17. her clothing was shining like the sun, as if it was sending out waves of light,
18. And the stone, the crag on which she stood, seemed to be giving out rays;
20. The earth seemed to shine with the brilliance of a rainbow in the mist.52

The image, with its mandorla and sunrays, is evidently solar. Nahuatl pictographic 
codices explain other details: forty-two stars indicate the constellation of stars at 
the Mexican winter solstice, and a small jasmine flower symbolized the sun god. 
The imagery points to the dawn of a sacred revelation at midwinter, the Virgin 
bearing a Divine Son who brings light.53 The light that surrounds the Virgin in the 
image is the light of the Sun of Justice shining from her womb: ‘The Sun is born 
of this Lady, and in her it remains: the Sun is within this Lady, and its rays break 
forth to the outside.’54

Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz

Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651–95), a Mexican prodigy and polymath called the 
‘Tenth Muse of Mexico’ during her lifetime, and who figures on recent Mexican 
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banknotes, understood Mexican Christianity as springing from an encounter 
between Spaniards and ‘Noble Mexicans / whose ancient line / traces its origin 
/ to the sun’s clear rays’.55 In a song accompanied by music for the feast of the 
conception of the Virgin Mary, 1698, Mary takes on the persona of a black slave. 
Her blackness is a symbol of beauty and purity that grow the more the divine 
sun shines on her. The refrain repeats: ‘Black is the bride/The sun shines on her 
face.’ She is not black because she is in darkness; rather ‘her purity is fired/in the 
furnace of the sun.’ When, as in the Magnificat, she humbles herself as the Lord’s 
slave, she is freed from human slavery – ‘the more she revealed the Master/who 
had purchased her freedom/and so was free of any other’. The more she embraces 
her identity as a creature, the darker she becomes, and the more beautiful: ‘In the 
sun’s divine light/all creatures are dark;/but their beauty grows/as they draw closer 
to him.’56 In another work, a novena for the feast of the Annunciation, Juana has 
the Virgin Mary soar upwards as an eagle: ‘Hail, Hail, Queen of birds … Teach us 
like the eagle who teaches her chicks by flying above them. Inspire the flight of our 
contemplation so that we may drink in the rays of the sun of justice.’57

John of the Cross and the discovery of night

A cultural shift

Back in Europe, in the latter part of the sixteenth century, a cultural shift occurred 
that has been spotted by art historians. Painters such as Caravaggio developed a 
new use of chiaroscuro where darkness takes on a new significance, so that areas 
of light in the picture – such as the figure of Christ in The Call of St Matthew – gain 
a new prominence.58 This was part of a larger trend in religious culture, in which 
darkness and night took on a new positive significance. This cultural shift was not 
the result of technological progress. The most radical change in the experience of 
night would come some centuries later with electric light. In fact, the nocturnal 
culture of the early modern era resembled that of the Middle Ages more than 
it resembles ours. The night could be dangerous, but also a time of tranquility 
uniquely suited to prayer and study. Thomas More, for instance, rose habitually in 
the middle of the night for this purpose. The middle of the night was often valued 
as a special peaceful time in the daily rhythm. Only in the eighteenth century did 
people cease to speak habitually of the first and second sleep.

With his Dark Night of the Soul, John of the Cross (1542–91) gave a new 
impetus to the symbol of good darkness we saw in Origen and Dionysius the 
Areopagite. Anglican and Lutheran writers also expressed positive thoughts and 
feelings about night, in milieus outside the influence of the Spanish Carmelite. 
According to John Donne (1572–1631), ‘churches are best for prayer, that have 
least light: / To see God only, I go out of sight, / And, to ‘scape stormy days, I choos 
an Everlasting night’.59 Welshman Henry Vaughan (1621–95) drew on Dionysius 
the Areopagite for ‘The Night’, a poetic meditation on Nicodemus’s nocturnal 
encounter with Christ in John’s Gospel: ‘There is in God (some say) / A deep, but 
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dazzling darkness.’ The scene is night, at the sacred shrine of the Virgin, where 
believers receive doubly reflected light, like glow worms receiving sunlight from 
the moon. The night is not a time of separation from God, but paradoxically a 
privileged time to meet the Sun of Justice who comes with healing in his wings 
(Mal 4.2): ‘Most blest believer he! / Who in that land of darkness and blind eyes / 
The long expected healing wings could see, / When thou didst rise, / And what can 
never more be done, / Did at mid-night speak with the Sun!’

A poet of the night

Writing on the same Dionysian trajectory as Vaughan, John of the Cross effected 
a shift in spiritual symbolism. He was a poet of genius. The first people to hear his 
Canticle recited, the Carmelite nuns in Beas, were enthralled and pleaded with him 
to write a commentary on the verses they found so captivating60:

the tranquil night
at the time of the rising dawn,
silent music,
sounding solitude,
the supper that refreshes, and
deepens love.61

In his poetry and prose, John gave a new version of the traditional symbol of divine 
darkness, his Dark Night of the Soul, which he presents as an exciting discovery 
like the new worlds opened by European adventurers. Nine months’ incarceration 
in a small dark cell at the Carmelite monastery in Toledo in 1577–8 fed into the 
symbol of a Dark Night, as did the delights of the fresh Spanish night after the heat 
of the day. Night was not just a prelude to dawn, but a distinct reality, irreducible 
and positive, and he used the symbol of the Dark Night for all the stages of the 
spiritual life from initial ascetical effort to advanced mystical union. Nocturnal 
imagery came to occupy a central place in Catholic spiritual theology.

Night and sun

Far from having a nocturnal lifestyle, John would in fact walk up to thirty miles 
a day under a hot sun, and solar imagery reflects this experience. To those who 
find what he says incredible (about the Dark Night for example), he replies that 
the Father of lights (Jas 1.17) ‘is not closefisted but diffuses himself abundantly 
as the sun does its rays … always showing himself gladly among the highways 
and byways’.62 While sinfulness obstructs the divine light like a smudgy window 
cutting out daylight,63 the more somebody grows in holiness, the more they are 
exposed to actual sunlight, and ‘The sun so obscures all other lights that they do 
not seem to be lights at all when it is shining, and instead of affording vision to the 
eyes, it overwhelms, blinds, and deprives them of vision since its light is excessive 
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and unproportioned to the visual faculty’.64 For John, this blinding effect of the 
direct sun is the ‘ray of darkness’ of Dionysius that renders human beings sightless 
like an owl or a bat in broad daylight.65

What he terms ‘dark contemplation’ is a painful purification sometimes 
experienced as a loving illumination. ‘Then the soul, like one who has been 
unshackled and released from the dungeon and who can enjoy the benefit of 
spaciousness and freedom, experiences great sweetness of peace and loving 
friendship with God in a ready abundance of spiritual communication.’66 While 
Irish monastic poets left their dark cells to write in broad daylight, and Francis of 
Assisi wrote his Canticle after emerging into the light of morning at San Damiano, 
when John of the Cross was ‘unshackled and released from the dungeon’ in Toledo, 
it was at night and he went out into a night ‘more lovely than the dawn’. John insists 
that the imagery of darkness is at the service of light: ‘Even though this happy 
night darkens the spirit, it does so only to impart light concerning all things.’67 The 
night, however, has more symbolic weight than the sun. If the sun shines, it is to 
reveal treasures that have been gained in nocturnal darkness – when it shines on 
the surface of the sea revealing pearls and other treasures in the depths, ‘in spite of 
the excellence of this illumination, it gives no increase to the soul; it only brings to 
light what was previously possessed so she may have enjoyment of it’.68

As we enter the modern era, solar imagery, vibrant in the new world, has not 
disappeared in the old world, but it is weakened. A Catholic terminological guide 
to mysticism written in 1640 has entries for ‘night’, ‘dusk’ and ‘midnight’, but none 
for ‘dawn’, ‘day’ or ‘sun’.69 The fourteenth-century Middle English work The Cloud 
of Unknowing, a treatise on mysticism in the tradition of Dionysius the Areopagite, 
would enjoy a far wider diffusion in the twentieth century than it did in the Middle 
Ages. A list of keywords to characterize the tenor of Catholic thought on mysticism 
in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries would certainly include ‘cloud’, 
‘darkness’ and ‘night’. ‘Light’ would probably be included, but not ‘day’ or ‘sun’.

Thomas Traherne

A theological aesthetic

Thomas Traherne (1636–74) was a seventeenth-century Anglican clergyman 
whose book of meditations, Centuries, was described by C. S. Lewis as one of 
the most beautiful prose works in the English language.70 He died while still in 
his thirties, leaving behind a body of work which, except for one polemical tract, 
was only published in the early twentieth century. He is often seen as a nature 
mystic, but as more of his unpublished works come to light, it becomes clear 
that his primary identity is that of a mainstream Christian spiritual writer, and 
more particularly an Anglican theologian in the Calvinist tradition, influenced 
by the Renaissance Neoplatonists.71 The world is God’s metaphorical body: ‘The 
world is that body, which the Deity hath assumed to manifest His Beauty and by 
which he maketh Himself as visible, as it is possible He should.’72 Creation spoke 



Christian Solar Symbolism68

to Traherne: ‘The world resembled his eternity, / In which my soul did walk; / 
And ev’ry thing that I did see / Did with me talk.’73 He was following John Calvin’s 
teaching on how creation makes the invisible God visible: ‘In respect of his essence, 
God undoubtedly dwells in light that is inaccessible; but as he irradiates the whole 
world by his splendour, this is the garment in which He, who is hidden in himself, 
appears in a manner visible to us.’74

‘Things strange yet common’

Traherne’s theology of nature speaks to us today. His voice is a distinctive one: ‘The 
Centuries are ecstatic, autobiographical, repetitive and rich.’75 As he began to write 
Centuries, he wanted to communicate a sense of wonder at the marvels that are 
everywhere in daily life: ‘An empty book is like an Infant’s Soul, in which anything 
may be written. It is capable of all things, but containeth nothing. I have a mind 
to fill this with profitable wonders.’76 He invites us to attend to ‘things strange yet 
common, incredible, yet known; most high, yet plain; infinitely profitable, but not 
esteemed’.77 He had a natural feel for nature – he recounts how, when he was a 
child, ‘It was a difficult matter to persuade me that the tinseled ware upon a hobby-
horse was a fine thing.’78 But his vision is essentially theological, and not exclusively 
rural. Urban scenes, too, had their visionary gleam: ‘Eternity was manifest in the 
Light of the Day, and something infinite behind everything appeared: which talked 
with my expectation and moved my desire. The city seemed to stand in Eden, or 
to be built in Heaven.’79

As Traherne looked at the world, the sun had a special place: ‘The sun must 
burn and cannot choose but shine; / Remove its rays, / Remove its all. It doth 
itself refine, / Promote, delight, exalt, and clothe with praise, / It crowns itself by 
shedding forth its rays.’80 Daylight was a particular source of joy:

The riches of the Light of the Works of God which are the portion and 
inheritance of His sons … the Light and the Day, great and fathomless in use 
and excellency, true, necessary, freely given, proceeding wholly from His infinite 
love. As worthy as they are easy to be enjoyed: obliging us to love Him and to 
delight in Him, filling us with gratitude, and making us to overflow with praises 
and thanksgivings.81

Solar practices

Traherne’s appreciation of nature was not just a personal inclination. It was 
nourished with disciplined, systematic meditation and, like Gertrude the Great 
of Helfta in the Middle Ages, he proposed practices: ‘Place yourself therefore in 
the midst of the world, as if you were alone, and meditate upon all the services 
which it doth unto you. Suppose the Sun were absent; and conceive the world 
to be a dungeon of darkness and death about you: you will then find his beams 
more delightful than the approach of Angels.’82 He advises his readers: ‘Having 
once studied these principles you are eternally to practise them. You are to warm 
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yourselves at these fires, and have recourse to them every day. When you think not 
of these things you are in the dark. And if you would walk in the light of them, you 
must frequently meditate.’83

Focusing on the sun shining directly on to blades of grass, he noticed how 
each one was ‘wholly illuminated’ by the sun, ‘as if it did entirely shine upon that 
alone’.84 This insight is original but, at the same time, profoundly traditional. We 
can associate it with a traditional analogy identified by Katheryn Tanner: ‘Like 
the light of the sun, God’s light remains just as it is, undiminished and undivided 
no matter how many partake of it.’85 There is a family resemblance, for instance, 
between Traherne and the fourth-century Basil of Caesarea, who insists:

He [God] is present to each in his fullness, and in his fullness is present 
everywhere. He is divided, but does not suffer by the division; all share in him, 
but he remains whole, like a sunbeam whose kindly influence benefits each 
creature as though it were present to that creature alone, and shines over land 
and sea and dissolves in the air.86

For Traherne, in reading the Book of Nature, the response of the reader is part 
of the meaning of the text. According to poet Elizabeth Jennings, the key to the 
Centuries is the statement, ‘For God hath made you able to create worlds in your 
own mind which are more precious unto him than those which He created.’87 The 
work of meditative imagination, with its resulting patterns of thought and feeling, 
is rooted in the real. These are not vain musings that have no real contact with the 
universe as it is. Words, images, metaphors and feelings track reality and are not 
stepping-stones or stages, something to be rejected one by one for a loftier vision. 
His writing is an exercise in the art of accumulation, not of relegation or disposal. 
In Traherne’s view, the whole universe is permeated by God and so all things are 
sacred. ‘It was His wisdom made you need the Sun. It was His goodness made you 
the sea. Be sensible of what you need, or enjoy neither. Consider how much you 
need them, for thence they derive their value.’88

Conclusion

In the modern era, it was above all science-based technology rather than the 
Renaissance or the Reformation, or indeed heliocentrism as such, that would later 
change the experience of sun and its light. Traditional solar rhetoric continued, 
and sun-symbolism found new visual expressions in paraliturgical contexts such 
as Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament. Pierre de Bérulle re-expressed solar 
images in a post-Copernican world, while the inculturation of Christianity in 
the world of the Aztecs shows how a creative re-moulding of solar motifs is both 
necessary and possible in new contexts. With John of the Cross, a new expression 
of Dionysian good darkness would come to mark Western Catholicism. Although 
John continued traditional sun imagery, his Dark Night lodged in the Western 
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spiritual imagination, but without a corresponding attention to light and sun. 
Thomas Traherne’s closely observed account of a Christian experience of sunlight 
is a precious resource for re-balancing the symbolism of light and darkness.
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In Part II we explore how to recapture and re-express light and sun symbolism. 
Because there are no general studies to guide us, this task is exploratory. In this 
chapter we look first at the theological and spiritual symbolism of natural sun 
and light, and what can be learnt from the more balanced symbolism of light 
and darkness in the Eastern churches. Then we turn to the expression of solar 
symbolism in metaphors.

Towards a natural theology of sunlight

Reading the Book of Nature

At the end of his Paradiso, Dante gazes into the divine light and sees the multiple 
leaves that make up the universe: ‘bound up and gathered in a single book’.1 His 
metaphor of a single-volume Book of Nature is all the more telling given the 
difficulty and cost of medieval bookbinding – he never saw the whole of his Divine 
Comedy bound together. Pope Francis urges us to re-open this Book of Nature 
traditionally read alongside the Book of Scripture.2 It is a metaphor with a long 
history. Evagrius of Pontus (345–99) has Anthony the Great assert: ‘My book is the 
nature of creatures, and this book is always in front of me when I want to read the 
words of God.’3 For Hugh of St Victor (1096–1141), the universe is an illuminated 
manuscript written by the finger of God. With the Fall, however, human beings 
could no longer read it and healing is needed.4 Alan of Lille (c. 1128–1202/3) 
added other metaphors: every creature of the world is a book or picture for us, 
and a mirror.5 In the modern era, Galileo reserved reading the world to the highly 
numerate: the world is written in the language of geometry and without this a 
person is lost in a dark labyrinth.6 This contrasts with Augustine’s contention that 
the world is a book that even the illiterate can read, a perspective that did not 
die out in the Middle Ages: Sir Walter Raleigh (1552–1618) in his History of the 
World conceives the world as God’s language, ‘whose Hieroglyphical Characters 
are the unnumbered stars, the sun and moon written on those larger volumes of 
the firmament’,7 and for Sir Thomas Browne (1605–82), it is a ‘universal and public 
Manuscript’.8

Chapter 6

REVIVING SOL AR SYMB OLISM
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Natural theology

Hans Urs von Balthasar and Henri de Lubac thought that theological symbols 
prominent in the early church should be revived.9 Light and sun are such symbols. 
Alister McGrath suggests a renewed ‘natural theology’. This is not an attempt 
to prove the existence of God, but to be open to the world as it is – as well as 
asking what scripture and tradition warrant and enable, it is a matter of seeing and 
noticing, of asking what phenomena ‘signify, intimate, or disclose’.10 If we want to 
follow these paths indicated by Balthasar, de Lubac and McGrath, we can aspire to 
a ‘second naivety’ and let sun and light speak for themselves. As the poet Wallace 
Stevens put it: ‘You must become an ignorant man again / And see the sun again 
with an ignorant eye.’11

A natural theology of sunlight involves attending to art and architecture as 
well as discourse. The cathedral of Sagrada Familia in Barcelona provides a fine 
example. On Sunday 7 November 2010, Pope Benedict celebrated a Mass of 
dedication. In his homily, he says of the cathedral, ‘it stands as a visible sign of 
the invisible God, to whose glory these spires rise like arrows pointing towards 
absolute light and to the One who is Light, Height and Beauty itself ’.12 Travel writer 
John Giuffo recounts his reactions to the cathedral:

Light pours in from windows and electric lights positioned at the top, giving the 
impression of the sun’s rays poking through a forest canopy … And oh, those 
windows! Climbing two stories high, they punctuate the walls on both sides, 
and let in splashes of color that seem to dye the white walls around them. There 
are other windows, high above the main altar, that let in rich white sunlight, and 
climb to the top of the altar space to a summit that pours a bath of light down 
onto the proceedings below. In short, the church uses light in one of the most 
impressive displays I’ve ever seen.13

East and West

A church breathing with two lungs

The church needs to breathe with both lungs, drawing on both its Eastern and 
Western traditions.14 It is no accident that, In Laudato sì, his encyclical on the 
care of the planet, Pope Francis acknowledges his debt to Patriarch Bartholomew 
of Constantinople.15 Eastern churches have continued cosmic emphases of the 
patristic era, maintaining the biblical symbolic balance of light and darkness more 
closely than the modern West with its keen interest in the secondary imagery 
of darkness and cloud. All the same, there is no dichotomy between an Eastern 
theology of light and a Western theology of darkness – it is rather a question of 
striving for an optimal balance.16 Orthodox theologian Olivier Clément has some 
simple advice for Western Christians: ‘The “contemplation of nature” can give 
spiritual flavour to our lives even if we lay no claim to be in any way “mystics” 
in the rather particular sense that this word has acquired in the West.’ This is the 
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opposite of the esotericism we will examine later in this chapter. As Clément puts 
it, ‘A little loving attention and the light of the Risen Christ is enough.’17

A recent work in the Western tradition

In The Joy of God, Sister Mary David Totah draws on Eastern traditions. She has two 
chapters entitled ‘Darkness’ and ‘Light’.18 Light and darkness are complementary:

Clouds and rain go to the making of a rainbow, as well as sunlight … We may 
be under a cloud, but if we turn our gaze on the Sun of Justice we shall see his 
arc against the dark background of our sorrow, and the more we turn to him the 
greater shall our comfort be.19

Classic sun symbolism retains its place, with light the predominant symbol and 
sun imagery secondary. She takes up John of the Cross’s metaphor of sinfulness 
as a dirty window excluding the sunlight, as well as Thérèse of Lisieux’s image of 
a weak bird looking in the direction of the divine Sun it no longer sees,20 while 
adding a touch from a world marked by Edison’s light bulbs: ‘Only when all our 
lights are off can we grasp the divine light in all its purity.’21

Eastern influence is clear in her treatment of deification and the light of the 
Transfiguration. She quotes Bernard of Clairvaux to the effect that the brightness 
of a person’s heart can be manifest in their appearance. For Sister Mary David, ‘the 
glory he describes is not just metaphorical. The faces and bodies of holy people 
shine visibly with divine light’.22 Bernard lists actions, words, looks, movements, 
gestures, habits and even laughter as manifesting the inner self,23 but laughter 
and words are not, in fact, literally luminous. The distinction Sister Mary David 
is working with is not between a metaphor and a literal statement, but between a 
metaphor and a true statement: ‘The light of the age to come is an existent reality, 
not a mere metaphor.’24 We can, indeed, talk about somebody being radiantly 
healthy or happy. Equally, spiritual dispositions can manifest themselves in a 
person’s appearance. But that is not to say that healthy or holy people are literally 
luminous.

Sister Mary David gives Valentine Zander’s account of the Russian Seraphim 
of Sarov (1754–1833) shining like the sun: ‘Then I looked at the Staretz and was 
panic-stricken. Picture, in the sun’s orb, in the most dazzling brightness of its 
noon-day shining, the face of a man who is talking to you.’25 This is a putative 
paranormal light phenomenon analogous, for example, to the stigmata of Pio 
of Pietrelcina (1887–1968) in the Western tradition. Such rare phenomena 
are in principle empirically verifiable and descriptions of them are literal, not 
metaphorical. For Valentine Zander, as the snow fell on the two of them, Seraphim 
literally shone with the light of the sun. This is untypical of solar epithets applied 
to people, which are almost universally metaphorical – as when, for example, 
Thomas Merton described citizens of Louisville, Kentucky as shining like the 
sun.26 To revive solar symbolism, giving more attention to physical light and sun 
is a more promising way forward than looking at other people or (as we will see 
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later in this chapter) looking within ourselves. We will return to the distinction 
between literal and metaphorical discourse in Eastern and Western spiritual 
theology in Chapter 8.

Sense experience and spiritual perception

‘Spiritual senses’

A tradition of talking in terms of ‘spiritual senses’ goes back to Origen.27 There 
is, however, no single, evolving doctrine of spiritual senses down the centuries, 
but rather a wide variety of descriptions of interaction with God in terms of 
metaphors drawn from the senses of sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch. For 
Aquinas, there are no spiritual senses distinct from the operations of intellect 
and will.28 This seems convincing – examples of putative spiritual senses turn 
out to be metaphorical descriptions of varieties of knowing and willing. When 
reading Jn 4.14, for instance, referring to an inner spring of water ‘gushing up to 
eternal life’, we are not tempted to imagine a literal inner dampness or wetness. 
By contrast, we can easily imagine that descriptions of an inner light are literal. 
In fact, they too are metaphorical.29 On the account I am offering, seeing an 
interior light, and experiencing an impulse to compassion or forgiveness, could 
be two descriptions, one metaphorical and the other literal, referring to the same 
experience.

Hans Urs von Balthasar

Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905–88) uses the vocabulary of ‘spiritual senses’ to 
articulate a fresh account of spiritual perception. First, he resists a dualistic 
account of Christian experience where the bodily and the sensate have little 
place.30 Secondly, he rejects an elitist view of spiritual perception that would 
make it the preserve of ‘mystics’. Encountering God in the concrete experiences 
of everyday life is not something left behind as one advances spiritually.31 Thirdly, 
he rejects ‘a parallel set of spiritual sense faculties’.32 I suggest that, in this, he is 
rejecting the sort of faculties described by Rudolf Steiner that feature in some New 
Age thinking, as we shall see later in this chapter. Finally, Christian experience, 
described in perceptual terms, is always oriented out of the self towards the other.33 
In a nutshell, Balthasar proposes a framework that is non-dualist, non-elitist, non-
esoteric and non-solipsistic that can help us see how for a believer perceiving 
physical light can be a real experience of God.

This approach is illuminating but Balthasar couches it in terms of an inadequate 
distinction between the metaphorical and the literal. He postulates five distinct 
senses that are not ‘merely metaphorical’34; they are, in Mark McInroy’s terms, 
transformed versions of the ordinary perceptions of the body. We must ask what 
a transformed physical perception can amount to if not a variety of physical 
perception. I suggest that Balthasar’s account suffers from a blurred distinction 



6. Reviving Solar Symbolism 81

between the literal and the metaphorical. He is proposing that metaphors of 
perceiving God in sensate terms are, in effect, a subset of literal statements. An 
ordinary perception of light, however, even in some transformed version, cannot 
be a literal perception of God who is invisible. When poet Patrick Kavanagh writes 
of farmers seeing God the Father when sun shines between the branches of a tree,35 
what is seen literally is sunlight.

Balthasar’s general approach to metaphor is problematic. He tries to invest 
literal statements like ‘God changes’ with features proper to metaphorical 
statements, insisting that there can be change in God, a non-creaturely change, 
and that we can say this because this literal statement is quasi-metaphorical.36 
This ends up reducing God to the status of a creature. By the same token, investing 
metaphorical statements about sensate perception of God with features proper 
to literal statements – they are not ‘merely metaphorical’ – ends up elevating the 
object of perception, the sun in our example, to the status of the divine. This is, 
of course, the last thing Balthasar would want to do. He wants to say that sense 
experience can be a real experience of God, but at the same time he holds that to 
be cognitively respectable statements must be more than ‘merely metaphorical’. 
Fortunately, this arguably defective approach to metaphor can be jettisoned 
and his basic account of meeting God in concrete perception (of sunlight for 
instance) remains intact.

Idolatry and the esoteric

A short story by John McGahern concretizes a discussion often couched in abstract 
terms. In ‘The Wine Breath’, he describes how for a priest a particular quality of 
evening light evokes a memory from thirty years earlier when ‘never before or 
since had he experienced the Mystery in such awesomeness’.37 And yet ‘all that was 
there was the white light of the lamp on the open book, on the white marble; the 
brief sun of God on beechwood, and the sudden light of that glistening snow, and 
the timeless mourners moving towards the yews on Killeelan Hill almost thirty 
years ago’.38 This is a description of a religious experience of light. The perceived 
light is numinous but there is nothing esoteric about it. There is no need to invoke 
a distinct ‘spiritual sense’ to explain how the light visible to everyone can be 
described as ‘the brief sun of God on beechwood’.

Some currents of New Age or esoteric thought provide a helpful contrast with 
the position I am developing. Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) continues to have a 
wide influence, especially in circles espousing ‘theosophy’ or ‘anthroposophy’. 
For him, under Constantine ‘Christianity assumed the form which denies the 
sun’, and Julian the ‘Apostate’ was a martyr to the ancient Mystery of the Sun.39 
Steiner rejected spiritualism and psychic research as a mistaken materialism 
of the spirit. He favoured instead developing organs of cognition that permit 
a distinct spiritual perception. ‘The purest appearance of the outer physical 
body of the Logos is the light of the Sun. Sunlight is not only material light. To 
spiritual perception it is also the garment of the Logos.’40 In this view, meditation 
techniques or esoteric practices can induce new perceptive faculties. To hold 
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that to look at sunlight is to look at something that is literally the Logos is, 
however, to fall into the idolatrous sun worship condemned in the Bible and 
so troubling to Augustine and Leo. Distinct spiritual sense faculties are not 
necessary to give an account of the process of spiritual conversion: ‘It is neither 
the case that the perfect have distinct and different sense-faculties from the rest, 
nor that the objects which come before them are somehow different.’41 The light 
of the sun accessible to everyone can be for the believer a revealed symbol of 
the divine, and a rich source of metaphors for the person and saving activity of 
Christ.

Metaphors of light and sun

Light and darkness

Part of the task of theology is to distinguish between what is metaphorical and what 
is literal.42 Most solar and light language about God or Christ is metaphorical. God 
and Christ are not literally solar, and light is predicated of God metaphorically. 
The Russian theologian Vladimir Lossky took a different view: the language 
of darkness is metaphorical, but the language of light is not: ‘The theology of 
darkness – which was but a metaphor of a dogmatic truth – will give way to a 
theology of the uncreated light, a real element in mystical experience.’43 This view 
does not stand up to scrutiny. Like darkness, light is metaphorical when applied to 
God. John Chrysostom, for instance, interprets light in the biblical statement ‘You 
are the light of the world’ as an intelligible light, superior to the rays of the sun, just 
as spiritual salt is superior to ordinary salt. He is not postulating a special variety 
of light, any more than he is saying that some sort of celestial or spiritual salt exists. 
Both light and salt are being used metaphorically.44

An interior sun

The language of introspection, for example, of perceiving an inner light, is 
metaphorical. Teresa of Avila’s principal metaphor is a castle, with a variety of 
rooms. At the centre is His Majesty the Sun. His light penetrates all the rooms. 
The sun at the centre of the person is seen indirectly through its effects in 
the growth of virtues: ‘A quantity of water could not fall on us unless it came 
from some source – so the soul feels certain … that there is a sun whence this 
brilliant light streams forth from the interior of the spirit to its faculties.’45 In this 
account, the metaphor of a sudden drenching is used to explain how virtues are, 
metaphorically, the rays of an unseen sun. The interior sun is not, for Teresa, 
an object of literal, physical vision. Similarly, with inverted commas around 
‘within’, Elizabeth of the Trinity indicates that the solar image she uses and her 
introspection, are metaphorical: ‘It is this intimacy with Him [the divine Three] 
“within” that has been the beautiful sun illuminating my life, making it already 
an anticipated Heaven.’46
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How metaphor works

An illuminating fiction

By metaphor we mean ‘the use of language to refer to something other than what 
it was originally applied to, or what it “literally” means, in order to suggest some 
resemblance or make a connection between the two things’.47 A metaphor is an 
illuminating fiction, and for it to work it must be literally false. The metaphor ‘The 
Lord is my rock’ would disintegrate if there was an attendant claim that God’s 
geology is unusual and ‘God dwells in unapproachable light’ would lose its force if 
it referred to a puzzle in physics. Aquinas gives examples of terms that can only be 
applied metaphorically to God, such as star, fire or sun. In his view, scripture uses 
base phenomena frequently to refer to God because there is no danger at all that 
they could be taken literally. A more ‘noble’ phenomenon such as the sun is used 
less frequently because it is just possible that simple people might think that the 
sun is literally God.48

Meaning and truth

We have no evidence of an Arian preacher comparing Christ to the sun.49 Arians 
understood that to describe Christ as metaphorically the sun would count against 
their view of him as simply a high-level creature. Metaphors are used to make 
assertions – ‘When I called you a rat I was speaking metaphorically, I didn’t mean 
that you are a long-tailed rodent’ is not much of an apology. Metaphors have 
cognitive content, but they cannot be translated into literal paraphrase without 
remainder. The metaphor of Christ the Rising Sun, for instance, is freighted with 
multiple connotations and with subliminal associations impossible to articulate 
fully in literal statements – metaphors can have an expressive power that literal 
utterances lack. The following text from a sixteenth-century Mexican polyphonic 
motet combines the imagery of sun and good darkness, in a dense expression 
of eucharistic faith: ‘In that bread which hides Him / I saw my hidden Sun / … 
Seeing Him clearly does not take place in the heights / where one may ascend/but 
rather within the dark cloud / which embraces the brightest sun.’50 At the same 
time, metaphor can be used to make a precise statement, as in Herbert McCabe’s 
assertion: ‘The sense in which I hold that the consecrated elements at the eucharist 
are really the body and blood of Christ is that they are not, except metaphorically, 
bread and wine anymore.’51

A different logic

According to Janet Martin Soskice, a study of a metaphor in Christian tradition 
‘would, in a great part, be a study of gloss upon gloss, use and re-use of the 
figures which comprise an interweaving of meaning so complex that the possible 
readings are never exhausted’.52 We can think of the image of the eagle used by 
the Alexandrian Physiologus, by Hildegard of Bingen, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz 
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and Thérèse of Lisieux. Metaphors are freestanding and can be combined in a 
way that literal statements cannot. We can say that the Lord is a dark cloud and 
a shining sun, without any contradiction. In the same hymn, ‘Splendor paternae 
gloriae’, Ambrose refers to Christ as the sun itself and as a separate ray of sunshine. 
In literal discourse, this would be incoherent. Christ can be an amazing sun, a 
heavenly sol mirabilis, without contradicting the assertion that in the heavenly 
world the sun no longer shines.53 Again, solar imagery used for Christ is applied 
to the Virgin Mary: when she was born the world was filled with light; she is a 
dawn; the Immaculate Conception is described with Transfiguration imagery – 
‘your garments are white as snow, your face shines like the sun’; her assumption 
into heaven is the sun rising at dawn, the anatole.54 And yet at the same time, as 
part of the church, she has no light that is not a received, lunar light.55 Without 
contradiction, then, metaphorically she shines with sunlight and she also shines 
with no light that is not just moonlight.

Plasticity and discipline

Sun and light are such basic features of the world that they mark just about every 
area of human life and culture.56 When Shakespeare writes ‘Juliet is the sun’ and 
‘Anthony is the sun’, he is highlighting quite different personal characteristics.57 
Even a single motif like the sun as all-seeing can receive quite different tonalities, 
as we can see in the following two snippets from works of fiction. ‘At that exact 
moment, 6-0-0 the sun climbed over the skyline of oaks, revealing its full summer 
angry-God self. Its reflection flared across the river towards our house, a long, 
blaring finger aimed at me through our frail bedroom curtains. Accusing: You 
have been seen. You will be seen.’ On the other hand, a young woman is working at 
the harvest: ‘The scythe rises, falls, rises, falls, catches the sun across its blade and 
flicks the light back into my eye – a bright wink of God. I watch you, the scythe 
says, rippling through the green sea, catching the sun, casting it back to me.’58

Given this plasticity of solar symbolism, a critical awareness is called for. 
When solar imagery, even with a Christian colouring, is used outside Bible-based 
guidelines, the fluidity of meaning can increase exponentially, as we can see in 
William Blake: ‘“You never saw the spiritual Sun. I have. I saw him on Primrose 
Hill.” He said, “Do you take me for the Greek Apollo?” “No!” I said. “That (pointing 
to the sky) that is the Greek Apollo, He is Satan.”’59 When, at a pageant in London 
in 1501 to welcome Katharine of Aragon for her marriage to Prince Arthur, one of 
the floats featured the Prince as the Sol Justitiae, we sense that something is awry.60 
For Don Cupitt, the symbol of the rising sun, the anatole, takes on quite a different 
significance from that given to it by Luke’s Gospel – for Cupitt, the original, 
historical Jesus was a ‘solar Jesus’ as distinct the ‘Catholic Jesus’, the rigorous and 
otherworldly teacher he sees as superimposed in the Gospels. For the original 
Jesus, his followers ‘should make themselves conspicuous: they should shine, they 
should let it all hang out, they should radiate’.61 Solarity, in this view, describes 
joyous self-expression, a ‘cosmic happiness’ that is the equivalent of eternal life, the 
supreme good in Catholic Christianity.62 For Cupitt, the New Testament symbol of 
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a rising light, the anatole, represents an ‘aporia’, as it is used both for Christ and for 
Satan, also known as Lucifer.63

Fortunately, solar metaphors do not have to run out of control like this. 
Whereas for instance in the cult of Mithras there was such fluidity that it is 
difficult to speak about a single deity,64 a framework of Bible-based doctrine 
and church institution favours rule-based creativity in the history of Christian 
sun metaphors. The Anglican priest and poet George Herbert (1593–1633) 
combines literary creativity and theological discipline. He continues traditional 
symbolism: in ‘The Sacrifice’, Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane exclaims: 
‘How with their lanterns do they seek the sun!/Was ever grief like mine?’ 
The warmth and joy of the True Sun contrast with the physical sun: ‘a willing 
shiner, that shall shine as gladly,/As frost-nipt sunnes look sadly’.65 Reflecting 
on how to write good religious poetry, however, he admits that at times he 
found himself piling up metaphors for effect: ‘My thoughts began to burnish, 
sprout, and swell.’ In his flights of fancy, ‘Nothing could seem too rich to clothe 
the sun,/Much less those joys which trample on his head.’66 He felt the need for 
self-censorship.

Conclusion

Light and sun are revealed cosmic symbols of God and Christ that are prominent 
in the tradition of the Eastern church but have often been neglected in recent 
spiritual theology in the West. The resulting imbalance can be rectified by opening 
again the ‘Book of Nature’, letting the concrete realities of sun and daylight 
speak for themselves, in a renewed ‘natural theology’. When solar symbolism is 
expressed in language, we must let metaphors be metaphors, giving full scope to 
their expressive power and their truth-bearing character.
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In this chapter we sample some resources for reviving solar symbolism. We ask 
what does contemporary astronomy reveal about the place of the earth and its 
sun in an unimaginably immense universe? From the earliest days of the church, 
Christians have prayed in accordance with diurnal rhythms. What does science 
teach us about these rhythms? We then turn to some complementary teachings of 
Popes Benedict and Francis before sampling a selection of monks and poets.

Science and technology: Challenges and opportunities

Astronomy

For the dramatist Luigi Pirandello (1867–1936), Copernicus rendered the universe 
meaningless: ‘I can only repeat my usual motto: A curse on Copernicus.’ In the play 
The Late Mattia Pascal (1904), Mattia finds himself ‘on a little maddened grain of 
sand, which spins and spins and spins, without knowing why’.1 By contrast, Pierre 
de Bérulle saw Copernicus as an opportunity. Can we say the same for the results 
of more recent research? Contemporary astronomy reveals a universe made up of 
unimaginable expanses of time and space. Our sun is around 4.6 billion years old 
and is one of 400 billion stars in the Milky Way Galaxy, which in turn is one of 
around 350 billion galaxies that we can presently detect. If our solar system were 
twenty-four hours old, Homo sapiens would have arrived six seconds ago.2 While 
it is true that the sun is ‘a star of typical mass, typical colour and luminosity, a 
middle-aged star’,3 the findings of astrophysics make our anthropic home on our 
blue planet even more remarkable. Mathematics is proving a means to re-enchant 
the world. ‘The trick as an educated citizen of the twenty-first century is to realize 
that nature is far stranger and more wonderful than human imagination.’4 Our 
planetary ecosystem, miniscule in cosmic terms, is what Pope Francis terms our 
common home. For astrophysicist Brian Cox, nothing is more remarkable than the 
fact that, as far as we know, this is the only place anywhere in any universe where 
love exists.5 While cosmic light is stimulating for theologians as well as scientists,6 
our sun emerges as a very local and time-limited phenomenon fuelling all the 
processes of life on earth. As Richard Dawkins puts it, ‘perhaps those ancient 
peoples would have worshipped the sun even more devotedly if they had realized 

Chapter 7

RESOURCES FOR RECASTING
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just how much all life depends on it’.7 It is this sun and our experience of its light 
on its third planet that furnishes the metaphors for God and Christ that are the 
subject of the present work.

Chronobiology

It is technology, however, that impacts most forcefully on how we live. In 1880, the 
Edison Electric Light Company in New York began marketing electric light bulbs.8 
The benefits of Thomas Edison’s innovation have been incalculable, but there 
are downsides to our technological advances. Many city dwellers can no longer 
see the stars at night. In 2007, the UNESCO La Palma Declaration presented an 
unpolluted night sky as an inalienable human right.9 Access to the light of the sun 
is an even more fundamental right. More than anything, it is electric light that has 
revolutionized our way of living the cycle of night and day.

In 2017, the Nobel Prize for Physiology and Medicine was given to three American 
scientists for their research on circadian rhythms synchronized with twenty-four-
hour light–dark cycles. Reinforcing light–dark patterns is beneficial to health – 
natural daylight and sunshine during the day, and a night as dark as possible.10 As 
the author of a survey of scientific research on circadian rhythms put it, ‘we evolved 
on a rotating planet, when day was day and night was night: it’s time to reconnect 
with those extremes’.11 From a Christian perspective, such a reconnection can also 
give renewed access to the God-given symbolism of night and day.

Ray Bradbury, Fahrenheit 451

The science fiction writer Ray Bradbury describes a dystopia of slavery to visual 
displays in his 1953 novel Fahrenheit 451. It is a futuristic nightmare world where 
the main character is a fireman, Guy Montag, whose task is not to extinguish fires 
but to burn books and any houses that contain them. Suicide and murder are 
common. People are entertained and distracted by huge screens on their living 
room walls projecting endless soap operas. One night, Montag meets a mysterious 
young woman, Clarisse McClennan. She does things that are considered subversive 
and insane, such as delighting in nature. Montag asks her how old she is. ‘Well’, she 
said, ‘I’m seventeen and I’m crazy … Isn’t this a nice time of night to walk? I like 
to smell things and look at things, and sometimes stay up all night, walking, and 
watch the sun rise’.12 Bradbury’s nightmare world seems more menacing now than 
when he imagined it in the middle of the twentieth century. Perhaps he was also 
prescient in his instinct that at least a partial antidote for the cultural terrors he 
pictures can be found in simple contemplative practices. Clarisse walks at night, 
observes the night sky and waits for the coming of dawn.13

Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Science and electric light have made the night less threatening. In the short-
lived (1935–7) illegal seminary of the Confessing Church at Finkenwalde, the 
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Lutheran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–45) meditated on the beginning 
of the Christian day: ‘Christ is the “Sun of righteousness” who has risen upon 
the expectant congregation (Mal. 4.2).’ For Bonhoeffer, ‘the early morning belongs 
to the church of the risen Christ’.14 He asks how can we recapture the morning 
feelings of our Christian forebears given that we no longer have their fear of the 
darkness and the night. With his insistence on prayer in the morning, Bonhoeffer 
gives a very traditional answer to his modern question:

For Christians the beginning of the day should not be burdened and haunted 
by the various kinds of concerns they face during the working day. The Lord 
stands above the new day, for God has made it. All the darkness and confusion 
of the night with its dreams gives way to the clear light of Jesus Christ and his 
awakening Word. All restlessness, all impurity, all worry and anxiety flee before 
him. Therefore, in the early morning hours of the day may our many thoughts 
and our many idle words be silent, and may the first thought and the first word 
belong to the one to whom our whole life belongs. ‘Sleeper, awake! Rise from the 
dead, and Christ will shine on you (Eph. 5.14).’15

Pope Benedict XVI

Theology of light: Joseph Ratzinger

In the early sixties, Joseph Ratzinger analysed Christian light symbolism.16 Light 
captures aspects of the dialogue between God and human beings – in the Bible, 
light is linked with word, the latter having the priority.17 Light and darkness 
are not ultimate cosmic principles, as in Zoroastrianism or the Manicheism of 
the early Augustine, but rather historical and moral categories. Symbolically, 
darkness comes when parts of creation turn in on themselves, and away from 
God. This is negative darkness. Christian experience of God involves a tension 
between the symbolism of God as light in whom there is no darkness (1 Jn 
1.5) and the (good) darkness of the divine cloud. Early Christianity took over 
symbols from the pagan world, such as the journey of the sun from west to 
east during the night which was demythologized and used to symbolize Christ’s 
journey into Hades.

Ratzinger repeatedly emphasized cosmic aspects of the liturgy.18 For Augustine, 
darkness is turning away from God (aversio a Deo). We have here some roots of 
Ratzinger’s emphasis on direction in liturgy which expresses, for him, the link 
between the personal and the cosmic. As to liturgical direction, ‘there is only one 
inner direction of the Eucharist, namely, from Christ in the Holy Spirit to the 
Father. The only question is how this can be best expressed in liturgical form’.19 
Continuing research on east-facing direction as a liturgical form reveals less clarity 
over a longer period in the Western church than Ratzinger envisaged when he said 
that awareness of orientation was lost from at least the nineteenth century.20 We 
will return to this question in the next two chapters.
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Pope Benedict

On 21 December 2008, the winter solstice, Pope Benedict addressed the crowd in St 
Peter’s Square, reflecting on solar aspects of the Piazza.21 It was his predecessor Gregory 
XIII who introduced the modern ‘Gregorian’ calendar, and astronomy and prayer 
were linked in tradition, he said, with the time of the midday Angelus determined by 
the shadow of the obelisk functioning as a meridian. The following year, 2009, would 
be the Year of Astronomy, four centuries after Galileo used his telescope in 1609. On 
6 January 2009, the pope continued his reflections.22 In the Middle Ages, the cosmos 
was read as a book in the light of the Reality Dante called the love that moves the sun 
and other stars. Today, he continued, if faith and reason work together, astrophysics 
can lead to a renewed grasp of the significance of the universe.

In his seven Easter Vigil homilies from 2006 to 2012, Benedict presents themes 
we have seen in the Bible and in patristic tradition. In 2007, he meditates on the 
descent of Christ among the dead, when the Lord brings light to the gloom of 
Hades. As the icons of the Eastern church show, Christ enters the world of the 
dead, clothed with light. For Benedict, Christ descends into the abyss of our 
modern age, and ‘by his death he now clasped the hand of Adam, of every man 
and woman who awaits him, and brings them to the light’.23

Benedict wrote most of Pope Francis’s first encyclical Lumen Fidei. In its first 
paragraph, Christ is presented as the True Sun, with quotations from Justin Martyr 
and Clement of Alexandria:

The pagan world, which hungered for light, had seen the growth of the cult of 
the sun god, Sol Invictus, invoked each day at sunrise. Yet though the sun was 
born anew each morning, it was clearly incapable of casting its light in all of 
human existence. The sun does not illumine all reality; its rays cannot penetrate 
to the shadow of death, the place where men’s eyes are closed to its light. ‘No 
one – Saint Justin Martyr writes – has ever been ready to die for his faith in the 
sun’. Conscious of the immense horizon which their faith opened before them, 
Christians invoked Jesus as the true sun ‘whose rays bestow life’.24

Benedict suggests that unless we constantly turn to the true light, life loses its 
shape and direction, and breaks down into disconnected desires. ‘Idolatry, then, 
is always polytheism, and aimless passing from one lord to another.’25 This rings 
true. In the fifth century, Pope Leo saw turning to the sun as a danger for Christian 
faith. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, when idolatry and polytheism 
are lived out on the technological treadmill of screens and mobile devices, giving 
renewed attention to the sun could be a partial antidote.

Pope Francis

Laudato sì: Sir Brother Sun

‘Beyond the sun’ is the title of the final, eschatological section of Pope Francis’s 
encyclical Laudato sì, named after Francis of Assisi’s Canticle of Brother Sun.26 
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In eternity, there will be no need of the sun (Rev. 21.23). The ‘infinite light’ of 
the risen Christ will illumine all things and the present role of the sun will have 
ended.27 In the present dispensation, the risen Christ penetrates the world as light 
(as in the solar IHS on Francis’s escutcheon). To perceive the presence of Christ, 
the spiritual sun, in our present world, we need to cultivate a new way of seeing, 
without our constructions and projections.28 The physical sun, Sir Brother Sun, is 
just there; it is given to us; we do not control it.29

The Book of Nature

Creation is a book, according to Francis, and nature is filled with words of love. 
To learn to read this Book of Nature, a childlike sense of wonder is called for. ‘The 
ideal is not only to pass from the exterior to the interior to discover the action of 
God in the soul, but also to discover God in all things.’30 Francis is re-balancing 
a spirituality that can be self-preoccupied and inward-looking. St Bonaventure 
insists that contemplation favours meeting God in other creatures, and, in the 
words of Sufi mystic Ali al-Khawwas, ‘there is a mystical meaning to be found in a 
leaf, in a mountain trail, in a dew drop, in a poor person’s face’.31 People need access 
to beauty, and real contact with people and nature as distinct from virtual reality. 
To live properly, we must respect the rhythms inscribed in our nature by the hand 
of the Creator.32 These aspirations expressed by the pope are widely shared by 
believers and non-believers. For D. H. Lawrence, they are attainable: ‘The machine 
has no windows. But even the most mechanised human being has only got his 
windows nailed up, or bricked in.’33

The sun shines in the city: Carlos María Galli

In his Apostolic Letter Evangelii Gaudium, Francis claims that a new urban culture 
is developing. ‘We need to look at our cities with a contemplative gaze’, discerning 
the presence of God.34 If we follow the pope’s suggestion, we witness increasing 
global urbanization and, in the words of Mircea Eliade, for many people in the 
modern city, ‘the cosmos has become opaque, inert, mute; it transmits no message, 
it holds no cipher’ and even for believing Christians, it is no longer felt as the work 
of God.35

For Carlos María Galli, Argentinian theologian and long-time collaborator of 
Pope Francis, to appreciate Francis’s concerns, we need to look not only to Assisi 
but also to Buenos Aires, the metropolis where he was archbishop for fifteen years. 
God and Christ are present in a variety of analogous ways: in human faces and in 
nature (city parks have a special significance), and in the often negative realities of 
city life.36 The divine ‘Sun’ is always shining, even if so many forms of dying block 
the view.37 Even when the sky is clouded over, or the sun is obscured by buildings 
towering above, it is there, shining.38 God allows himself to be seen in the deep 
shadows of urban violence, poverty and individualism.

For Galli, the ‘Sun’ shines in a special way precisely when his light is absent.39 
This is a common theme in Christian solar symbolism. John McGahern 
recounts how
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at Easter my mother always showed us the sun. “Look how the molten globe and 
all the glittering rays are dancing! The whole of heaven is dancing in its joy that 
Christ is risen.” When Easter arrived with overcast skies and we asked for the 
sun, she assured us it was dancing behind the clouds. Blessed are those who have 
not seen but have believed.40

For Sister Mary David Totah, ‘the sun is there even on a cloudy day; we may not 
see the light at a certain moment but we know we have seen it. We have known it 
once, and at times that will have to satisfy’.41

Francis’s Argentinian theological advisor quotes Pope John XXIII opening the 
Second Vatican Council: ‘Dawn has hardly broken, and already the first rays of the 
rising sun are warming your hearts.’ For Pope Francis, the church is the mysterium 
lunae, the mystery of the moon reflecting the light of the sun. According to Galli, 
if the church can focus on the ‘Sun of Christ’, the conciliar dawn that Pope John 
spoke about will give way to the splendour of noonday, and the light of Christ will 
transform the church and the world.42

A selection of hymns

Ancient and Modern

Ancient and Modern is a standard collection of current English hymnody, with many 
hymns dating from the centuries following the Reformation. Traditional light and 
solar symbolism continues, with for instance three English versions of the ancient 
evening light hymn the Phos Hilaron.43 Overall, as is to be expected, it is light 
language that is most prevalent, with solar symbolism appearing intermittently 
throughout the volume, for example, in ‘Sun of my soul, thou Saviour dear’ and 
the popular contemporary hymn ‘Colours of day dawn into my mind’, where solar 
motifs occur in each of the three strophes.44

The first two lines of the first hymn in the collection evoke the natural 
phenomenon of the sun – ‘Awake, my soul, and with the sun / thy daily stage 
of duty run’. (Thomas Ken [1637–1711])45 – while the first strophe of the second 
hymn in the anthology rehearses the ancient themes of Christ the Sun of Justice 
and the Anatole, the dawn sun who rises from on high:

Christ, whose glory fills the skies,
Christ, the true, the only light,

Sun of Righteousness, arise,
triumph o’er the shades of night;

Dayspring from on high, be near;
Day-star, in my heart appear. (Charles Wesley [1707–88])46

Charles Wesley, the brother of John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, can be 
confidently called the most significant hymn-writer in the modern English-speaking 
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world. His ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’, which first appeared in 1739, remains one 
of the most loved Christmas carols:

Hail the heav’n born Prince of Peace!
Hail the Sun of Righteousness!
Light and life to all He brings,
Ris’n with healing in His wings.47

Mal 4.2, the Old Testament verse taken up with such enthusiasm by the Christians 
of Alexandria as expressing solar messianism, was clearly not forgotten in 
eighteenth-century England. Neither was the patristic appropriation of pagan 
imagery to articulate Christian faith – in his hymn ‘God of unexampled grace’, 
written in 1745 (it does not appear in Ancient and Modern), Wesley describes 
Christ on the cross:

Dies the glorious Cause of all,
The true eternal Pan,

Falls to raise us from our fall,
To ransom sinful man:

Well may Sol withdraw his light,
With the Sufferer sympathize,

Leave the world in sudden night,
While his Creator dies.48

George Matheson

George Matheson (1842–1906) was the author of ‘O love that wilt not let me go’.49 
His personal history is important for the hymn’s solar imagery. A minister in the 
Presbyterian Church of Scotland, he was a preacher of renown and prolific writer 
of theological and devotional books, including a volume of religious verse Sacred 
Songs (1904). While still a student, he became virtually blind. When he shared 
the fact that he was losing his sight with his fiancée, she replied that she could not 
spend her life married to a blind man. Matheson never married. His public prayers 
and sermons had wide appeal and, in a tradition where the term was not used 
frequently, a (laudatory) biographer described him as a ‘mystic’.50

George Matheson was a virtually blind man whose first public sermon was on 
the significance of natural light.51 In one of his devotional writings, he meditates 
on Mt 4.16 (‘And for those who sat in the region and the shadow of death light has 
dawned’):

What I want is light. It may be that when the light comes, I shall find that death 
needs no transforming. It may be, the sunshine will reveal it to be already a form 
of life. I want the sunshine; I want something to see by, something to judge by, 
something to read by. I do not ask that the valley should be made a mountain; I 
want light in the valley.52
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In ‘O love that wilt not let me go’ Matheson presents a mysticism of darkness, light 
and sun:

O light that followest all my way,
I yield my flickering torch to thee;
My heart restores its borrowed ray,
That in thy sunshine’s blaze its day
May brighter, fairer be. …
I trace the rainbow through the rain,
And feel the promise is not vain,
That morn shall tearless be.

In John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, a significant influence on Matheson’s 
biblical spirituality, Faithful has sunshine throughout his journey through the 
Valley of the Shadow of Death.53 For Matheson sunshine in the valley is refracted 
in a rainbow of tears: ‘And all its tears are rainbow bright/When Calvary crowns 
the way.’54 He only changed one word in ‘O love that wilt not let me go’, at the 
insistence of the editors. Originally, ‘I trace the rainbow through the rain’ read ‘I 
climb the rainbow through the rain’. The place of journey is the valley of Psalm 23, 
and for Matheson it is, at the same time, a cloud-covered Mount Sinai – ‘Thy valley 
is our mountain height;/Within Thy cloud we see.’55 Writing in a very different 
milieu from John of the Cross, Matheson arrives at a place not far from John’s Dark 
Night and his Ascent of Mount Carmel.

He wrote his famous hymn in his manse at Innelan on the evening of 6 June 
1882, when he was forty years old. His sister who had been his assistant throughout 
his adult life had married that day, and he was alone. He says simply that the hymn 
was the fruit of intense mental suffering known only to him. Matheson was no poet 
of the calibre of John of the Cross or George Herbert and he readily acknowledged 
that he had no natural gift of rhythm. However, this hymn was written in a few 
minutes. ‘It was the quickest bit of work I ever did in my life,’ he says. ‘All the other 
verses I have ever written are manufactured articles; this came like a dayspring 
from on high. [see Lk 1.78]’56

‘Dayspring of Eternity’

Lutheran hymns frequently invoke the Sun of Justice/Righteousness (Sonne der 
Gerechtigkeit), and the motif of the morning light appears frequently.57 The hymn 
‘Morgenglanz der Ewigkeit’, written by Christian Knorr von Rosenroth (1636–89), 
integrates traditional solar motifs and natural symbolism. This seventeenth-
century composition became a favourite in the German Protestant hymnal, with 
different versions of the hymn appearing, and from the 1930s it was taken up by 
German Catholics. There are various translations into English such as ‘Dayspring 
of Eternity, Brightness of the Father’s glory’ by John Henry Hopkins which has 
appeared widely in US hymnals. This is a translation of one contemporary German 
version:
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Bright Dawn of Eternity
light from uncreated light,
Send your sunrays on our morning faces
With your might, drive out our night.
Let your dew fall, and our conscience stir.
Console us in the hardships of this life,
Make us, your people, truly alive.
Kill off our deeds of coldness with your lovely warmth.
May your dawn bring courage and new heart.
May we be truly risen before we depart at dusk.
O Sun that rises from on high,
Transfigure our bodies on the Last Day.
May our bodies, free from all ills,
Exult on that joyous path.
Shine on us in the next world,
O glorious Sun of grace.
Lead us through this valley of tears
To pastures green and joy eternal.58

Catholics and pagans

Carthusian monks

The Carthusians were founded in the eleventh century. Even though contemporary 
Carthusians can refer to yoga or psychoanalysis, their style has a certain 
timelessness, and they can describe their experience in terms of natural symbolism 
that is fresh and immediate. Distinctions between post-conciliar and pre-conciliar, 
or even between mediaeval and post-medieval, seem secondary. ‘The cross stands 
still while the world turns’ has been commonly used as a Carthusian motto since 
the nineteenth century.59 Paradoxically, a relatively timeless way of life has as 
its de facto motto an expression that would have been inconceivable before the 
Copernican revolution.

Guigo de Ponte (died 1297) was a monk of the Grande Chartreuse. In Book 
Two of his De Contemplatione, he employs traditional symbolism enriched by 
a close observation of natural light and sun.60 Sinners ‘cannot see or sense the 
Sun of righteousness’. A second group can sense God’s reality but cannot see 
the sun because their vision is obstructed by an opaque cloud. The ascetical 
path is one of clearing away the clouds of sin. The more the cloud covering 
thins out, ‘the closer to the sun one’s line of sight is’. A third group can make 
out the sun shining brightly but they cannot look at it directly because it is 
blinding. As the person approaches the Sun of Righteousness, the process of 
conversion touches deeper levels of the person, ‘not only the flowers but also 
the roots of virtues’. Every now and then, the clouds divide for an instant, and 
they can glimpse ‘the Sun of Righteousness, the true light who illumines every 
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light in heaven and on earth’. Guigo is confident that one day he will be able 
to stare at God directly. It will be like viewing the rising sun in the morning: 
‘One can indeed see the sun clearly without being blinded by its brilliance – if 
one is in the open country early in the morning. That is how God is seen in 
heaven.’

Six hundred years after Giuigo de Ponte wrote his meditation on dawn, a 
modern Carthusian monk meditates on the same phenomenon:

Such is truly the dawn of day; the rising of the Sun of Justice within the soul. As 
nature awakens and appears to come to life again with each dawn; as the truths 
of the spirit become luminous in the measure in which one discovers them, so 
the soul, enlightened by God, sees herself and all things in a new radiance.61

In another Carthusian work from the late twentieth century, a series of talks given 
to trainee monks, a novice master integrates the Dark Night of the Soul of John of 
the Cross into a wider pattern of light symbolism. He asks himself, ‘How to pray? 
I no longer know how to pray. Why light a candle in broad daylight?’62 There are 
two chapters on the Dark Night of the Spirit, the first of which ends with these 
words: ‘Essential Love is not subject to observation. Its most beautiful triumphs 
are disguised beneath the thickest veil of mysterious and often painful darkness. 
This is how the love of Christ triumphed, and how the light of the resurrection 
appeared shining through the morning mist.’63

Thomas Merton (1915–68)

The Cistercian monk and writer Thomas Merton’s best-known utterance on solar 
matters is marked by a monument in the centre of Louisville, Kentucky. The 
inscription recounts how, in 1958 at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, when he 
was on a shopping errand, he was at a loss how to communicate to his fellow 
human beings that they were ‘walking around shining like the sun’.

In The Seven Storey Mountain, he recounts his unconverted experience of dawn 
as a young man in New York when he would find himself waiting at the Flushing 
bus station, returning home after an evening in a night club and a few hours on 
somebody’s couch:

The thing that depressed me most of all was the shame and despair that invaded 
my whole nature when the sun came up, and all the laborers were going to 
work: men healthy and awake and quiet, with their eyes clear, and some rational 
purpose before them. This humiliation and sense of my own misery and of the 
fruitless waste of what I had done was the nearest I could get to contrition. It was 
the reaction of nature.64

Some decades later, now a Trappist in the monastery of Gethsemane, he 
recounts experiences of the same time of day:
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A spring morning alone in the woods. Sunrise: the enormous yoke of energy 
spreading and spreading as if to take over the entire sky. After that: the 
ceremonies of the birds feeding in the wet grass. The meadowlark, feeding and 
singing. Then the quiet, totally silent, dry, sun-drenched midmorning of spring, 
under the climbing sun … How absolutely central is the truth that we are first 
of all part of nature, though we are a very special part, that which is conscious 
of God.65

Sunrise is an event that calls for solemn music in the very depths of man’s 
nature, as if one’s whole being had to attune itself to the cosmos and praise God 
for the new day, praise Him in the name of all the creatures that ever were or ever 
will be. I look at the rising sun and feel that now upon me falls the responsibility 
of seeing what all my ancestors have seen, in the Stone Age and even before it, 
praising God before me. Whether or not they praised Him then, for themselves, 
they must praise Him now in me. When the sun rises each one of us is summoned 
by the living and the dead to praise God.66

Paul Murray (1947–)

We find the same morning impulse to praise shared with ‘pagans’ in Dominican 
poet Paul Murray:

This morning,
on entering the cold chapel,

I looked first
to the sun, as the pagan does,
not by strict custom
nor by constraint, but because

I too, as creature,
sense man’s primitive emotion:
his need to praise
And so, like priest or pagan,

according
as the sun moves, I perform
this ancient ritual.67

Conclusion

From the disparate resources we have sampled, new perspectives emerge on human 
life on planet earth. Science offers new possibilities for theology and spirituality. 
Recent studies in astronomy and chronobiology show that we are finely tuned to 
live in harmony with rhythms of light and darkness intimately linked with our sun, 
which is a miniscule, fleeting phenomenon in a universe of unimaginable expanses 
of time and space. In a perspective of faith, articulated in the Book of Genesis, 
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the sun is there for us and the remarkable convergence of factors that make our 
human existence possible is part of God’s plan. Popes Benedict and Francis present 
complementary resources for re-expressing traditional solar symbolism in this 
new context. Benedict brings traditional light and solar symbolism to bear on our 
present reality. In an increasingly urban and environmentally threatened world, 
Francis retrieves the symbol of the Book of Nature, urging the church to look 
outwards at other human beings and other creatures, with a call to conversion 
expressed in terms drawn from Francis of Assisi’s Canticle of Brother Sun. We have 
also seen how traditional solar symbolism is given continued expression in the 
hymnody of different Christian confessions and how contemporary Christians 
sometimes register affinities with ‘pagans’ of the past as they find themselves in 
awe before ‘Sir Brother Sun’.
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Varieties of sacred direction

Muslims praying towards Mecca, Jews praying towards Jerusalem or Christians 
facing east for prayer are all examples of horizontal sacred direction. Direction can 
also be vertical, as when prayer is directed upwards or ‘heavenwards’, or inwards, 
for example, when rituals are performed with eyes closed and hands joined. When 
we use the expressions ‘oriented’ or ‘orientation’ in this chapter, we mean an 
eastward sacred direction, that is, facing the rising sun.

Ad orientem

The expression ad orientem (to the rising sun, dawn or east) represents a rare 
occurrence of solar vocabulary in contemporary theological discourse. It is used 
as a catchphrase for an arrangement of liturgical space where the celebrant of the 
eucharist faces the near side of the altar, in the same direction as the faithful. The 
Muslims in Abidjan airport mentioned in the Introduction took pains to direct 
their prayer geographically towards Mecca. Is orientation important for Christian 
private and liturgical prayer? In other words, is the east the Christian Mecca? 
Since Christian prayer is addressed to God, it is in a broad sense directional, in 
a way that Buddhist meditation for instance generally is not. In this chapter, we 
ask whether solar symbolism determines the posture adopted for personal prayer. 
The eucharist, the source and summit of Christian worship, has an intrinsically 
trinitarian direction: to the Father, through the Son, in the Holy Spirit. We ask 
whether solar symbolism figures in giving this fundamental direction concrete 
liturgical form.1

The direction of graves

Returning to the graveyard scene in John McGahern’s novel That They May Face 
the Rising Sun that we saw in the Introduction, the body is mistakenly buried with 
the head in the east. For the body to face east, the head must in fact be buried 
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in the west. You cannot help wondering whether McGahern had a Shakespearean 
scene in mind where there is the same confusion:

GUIDERIUS
Nay, Cadwal, we must lay his head to th’ east;
My father hath a reason for’t.
ARVIRAGUS
‘Tis true.
GUIDERIUS
Come on then, and remove him.

Cymbeline (act 4, scene 2).

Archaeological evidence from the pre-Constantinian era is scarce, and there is 
no evidence of the orientation of Christian graves in the Roman catacombs. 
Burying the deceased facing east developed in the fourth century.2 A link was 
made between death and orientation – for instance, Gregory of Nyssa recounts 
that his sister Macrina’s bed was turned to face east as she was dying3 – and the 
fact that the cave where Christ was buried was thought to have been oriented may 
have been a factor.4 Orientation seems to have become frequent for Christian 
burials without ever becoming an absolute requirement. As we will see with the 
orientation of churches and altars, the picture is mixed. In a seventh- or eighth-
century Christian cemetery at Hartlepool, in North-East England, for instance, 
burial slabs with crosses and Christian inscriptions are all on a north/south axis 
rather than east/west.5 The orientation of Christian graves became standard 
in the Middle Ages and continued, but sporadically.6 In the sixteenth century, 
a certain Marco da Lisbona claimed to have found the body of St Francis of 
Assisi. To make his deception more credible, he had Francis seated in a chair 
facing east.7 During the French Revolution, in 1794 Bishop Étienne-Charles de 
Loménie de Brienne died suddenly after being maltreated by revolutionaries. He 
was buried with little ceremony, but on an east/west axis. When his skeleton was 
discovered in 1943, the feet were in the west and the head in the east.8 This could 
be the same confusion as in Cymbeline and in McGahern’s burial scene. John 
McGahern witnesses to a practice never wholly forgotten but maintained with 
a persistently uncertain grasp of the symbolism involved. In this, it is typical of 
orientation in general. The symbolism of praying upwards, in contrast, is more 
straightforward.

Praying upwards

For the first Christians, and for contemporary Jews or ‘pagans’, the most natural 
position for prayer was out of doors, looking upwards or looking out through 
a door or window.9 The prophet Daniel prays through an upper story window 
towards Jerusalem (Dan 6.10). In John’s gospel, at the tomb of Lazarus and in 
his priestly prayer, Jesus looks upwards to the Father (Jn 11.41; 17.1), and in 
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the Gospel of Mark he also looks up to heaven when healing a deaf and dumb 
man (Mk. 7.34). We find the same vertical prayer in the synoptic accounts of 
the miracle of the loaves and fishes described in strikingly eucharistic terms (Mt. 
14.19; Mk 6.41; Lk. 9.16). Peter prays at noon on the roof of the house by the 
sea in Joppa, where he is lodging (Acts 10.9), while at Philippi a habitual place 
of prayer is by the side of a river (Acts 16.13). This practice of praying upwards 
continued in the early church. The Roman catacombs show Christians praying 
in the orans position, standing with arms outstretched, looking upwards. In the 
sixth-century apse mosaic of the Basilica of Sant’Apollinare in Classe, in Ravenna, 
St Apollinaris, bishop and martyr, prays with his hands raised vertically towards 
the heavenly cross above him.10

Oriented prayer

The early church

Like praying upwards, prayer facing the rising sun goes back to the earliest days 
of the church. The written evidence from around the beginning of the third 
century shows that it was widespread, with testimonies from Alexandria, Latin-
speaking Africa and Asia Minor. The practice did not spring up suddenly in the 
final decades of the second century but neither did it have its origins in the Bible. 
It came from the general religious culture of the ancient world. Probably, early 
Christians took over a custom without much reflection and it was not mentioned 
before the beginning of the third century because it was not controversial.11 
Initially, it did not distinguish Christians from Jews. There is evidence of Jewish 
oriented prayer in the Book of Wisdom, written in Alexandria in the first century 
bce (Wisd. 16.28). Jews may have come to focus on Jerusalem partly to distinguish 
themselves from the Christians12 for whom orientation became a general practice. 
Origen insisted that oriented personal prayer ‘in symbolic fashion as though the 
soul beheld the rising of the true light’, even if facing a blank wall, is preferable 
to praying in another direction, even with a view upwards to the sky.13 Christian 
orientation for private prayer seems to have been generally recognized without, 
however, becoming a strict universal obligation.

Accusations of sun-worship levelled against Christians because of oriented 
prayer, as Tertullian recounts at the end of the second century,14 and remnants 
of idolatry among the Christian population, may account for the fact that, in the 
early centuries, a solar text such as Zech. 6.12 where East is a proper name did not 
figure in Christian justifications for praying to the east. It was one thing to use the 
metaphor of the True Sun or the Sun of Justice, and another to encourage bodily 
adoration of a man whose name was East.15

Christians often followed the traditional practice without knowing why. 
Origen says it would be difficult for people to say why they pray facing east just 
as they could not say why they genuflect.16 According to Basil of Caesarea, ‘thus 
we all look to the East at our prayers, but few of us know that we are seeking 
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our own old country, Paradise, which God planted in Eden in the East’.17 The 
practice was given various meanings, solar and non-solar (such as turning to the 
location of Eden), which came to form a loose symbolic cluster later summarized 
by John Damascene (676–749): orientation is an unwritten apostolic tradition, 
with a biblical warrant in the terms ‘Sun of Justice’ and anatole, and in Psalm 
68, which (in the Greek version he used) has v. 34 referring to God riding in the 
heavens in the ‘east’. In the book of Genesis, Eden our homeland is in the east, 
while in the Gospel of Matthew, Christ’s second coming will be like lightning 
from the east.18

The Western church

Personal prayer facing east continued in the Middle Ages in the Latin church as 
well as in the East. An Arab chronicler of the Crusades recounts how a Muslim was 
saying his prayers when a crusader picked him up and unceremoniously dropped 
him down facing east, exclaiming: ‘That is the way to pray!’ Some other Templars 
apologized: ‘He is a foreigner who has just arrived today from his homeland in the 
North, and he has never seen anyone pray facing any other direction than east.’19 
In the Middle Ages, orientation for prayer was maintained as a general principle 
in the Latin church and Aquinas lists four reasons why it is fitting to adore facing 
east: the daily movement of the heavens manifesting divine majesty is from that 
direction; it is the location of paradise; Jesus is called ‘East’; and it is from there 
that he will return.20 As we have seen, however, during the Middle Ages cosmic 
symbolism gradually weakened, with symbols interpreted in a forced or arbitrary 
way. The thirteenth-century liturgical codifier Durandus (c. 1237–96) argued, for 
instance, that orientation should be to the rising sun, not at the solstice as some 
argued, but at the equinox, because the church militant must conduct itself with 
equanimity, in bad and good times alike.21 Even if it is difficult to say how widely 
personal orientation was practised in the Western Middle Ages, with time the 
practice declined.

At the same time, in his poem ‘Good Friday 1613. Riding Westward’ John Donne 
(1572–1631) is riding westwards from Warwickshire to Wales on Good Friday, but 
spiritually his direction is east: ‘my soul’s form bends towards the East’. On Good 
Friday, Christ’s death caused earthquake and eclipse – ‘It made His footstool crack, 
and the sun wink.’ Donne knows he should be meditating on the death of Christ: 
‘There I should see a Sun by rising set, / And by that setting endless day beget.’ 
Evidently, in the West a link between orientation and personal devotion had not 
disappeared without trace. But it did not survive the Middle Ages as a general 
practice – in Kashmir in India, a few years before Donne wrote his poem, Bento 
de Goes, a Portuguese Jesuit, had a quite different exchange with Muslims from 
that of the medieval crusader we saw earlier. When interrogated by the Sultan 
Mohammed, a descendant of Genghis Khan, who demanded what direction he 
faced when at prayer, he replied that he did not care about the direction as God is 
everywhere.22
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Orientation in liturgy and church buildings

The early church

In the early church, it seems that the celebrant prayed facing east during the 
eucharist.23 According to a third-century liturgical text from Syria, oriented 
prayer is ‘required’.24 Evidence about church buildings in the pre-Constantinian 
period is sparse. They were probably set up for prayer to the east, as we can see at 
Dura Europos in Syria, the site of the earliest extant Christian church building, 
but it is difficult to know how significant orientation was. Standard principles of 
building design, such as those given by Vitruvius (first century bce), influenced 
the construction of synagogues and churches alike. In his On Architecture, 
Vitruvius had pagan temples constructed so that statues of the gods faced west 
with worshippers praying towards the east.25 Greek temples, however, were 
frequently built with the façade in the east. Probably there was little of principle 
involved.26 Christian church builders seem to have adopted the same approach. 
According to Sible De Blaauw, whether the apse was in the east or in the west 
was not significant.27 Tertullian, at the beginning of the third century, compares 
a church directed to the rising sun (ad lucem) to a dovecote facing east, but he 
seems to have been talking about the eastern entrance of the church: ‘Of our dove, 
however, how simple is the very home! – always in high and open places, and 
facing the light! As the symbol of the Holy Spirit, it loves the (radiant) East, that 
figure of Christ.’28

After Constantine, churches were generally constructed on an east/west axis.29 
Paulinus of Nola describes a church built on a north/south axis to face the graves of 
the martyrs, but he emphasizes that this is an exception to the normal practice. All 
the same, there were more departures from the norm in the Western church than 
in the Greek East. Churches in Rome itself have always had a variety of alignments, 
with the apse in the west predominating. In the century after Constantine, most 
basilicas constructed in the Latin church had the apse in the west and the façade 
in the east, as was the case at St Peter’s and the Lateran Basilica in Rome, and the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.30

It is often difficult to know what physical arrangements prevailed for worship 
in these buildings. When, in the Coptic rite, the deacon cried out at the beginning 
of the eucharistic rite proper, ‘Look to the east!’, we do not know whether the 
faithful moved physically or not. Equally, when Augustine ends sermons urging 
the faithful to pray having turned to the Lord – conversi ad dominum – this may 
have involved them physically changing direction.31 It seems unlikely, however, 
that the faithful would have been required to turn their backs on the focal point of 
the altar at the most solemn moments in the liturgy. Again, we have seen how Pope 
Leo the Great criticized Christians for turning to reverence the rising sun before 
entering the Basilica of St Peter. It is unlikely that Roman Christians then turned 
their backs to the altar during the liturgy to face in the direction forbidden to them 
before they entered.
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The Middle Ages and beyond

Orientation of churches continued into the Western Middle Ages. Churches 
in early medieval Ireland were oriented.32 The only Parisian church in the 
early  Middle Ages without the apse in the east was called Benedictus male 
versus – ‘Benedict in the wrong direction’.33 At the Catholic Shrine of Our Lady 
in  Walsingham, in North Norfolk, England, the fourteenth-century Slipper 
Chapel is precisely oriented to the point on the horizon where the sun rises on 
the feast of St Catherine of Alexandria, the patron saint of the church, according 
to the Julian calendar.34 This illustrates the pains sometimes taken in medieval 
Western Europe to orient churches precisely. In one and the same church 
building, however, Mass was often celebrated at different altars facing in different 
directions. As early as the sixth century, Gregory the Great notes without protest 
that the Bishop of Saintes in Gaul constructed a church with thirteen altars.35 
Walafrid Strabo, in the ninth century, pointed out that altars in St Peter’s in 
Rome and in the Christianized Pantheon faced in many different directions, and 
argued that orientation was not therefore strictly obligatory.36 Private masses 
became more common, celebrated on side altars, and high altars came to be 
modelled on the design of side altars. Altarpieces were often constructed behind 
the altar, thereby becoming a focus of attention. Apse windows in the east were 
sometimes filled in so that devotional frescos could be painted, such as those of 
Filippo Lippi in the cathedral of Spoleto in 1446.

In Italy, the east/west axis for church construction held until the end of the 
thirteenth century. From then on, urban churches of the mendicant orders were 
aligned without any reference to orientation. The early-fifteenth-century church 
of San Francesco in Arezzo was so constructed that the priest could only celebrate 
Mass with his back to the east. In Siena the cathedral has the altar in the east, but 
a fourteenth-century plan for a new cathedral has the cathedral on a north/south 
axis, which would have made the present cathedral into a transept. Overall, the 
direction of the altar was probably not important.37 When, from the late fifteenth 
century, the pope celebrated Mass in the Sistine Chapel with its apse in the west, he 
did so facing west, with his back to the people. No solar symbolism was involved.

The sixteenth-century architectural authority Palladius taught that Christians 
were free as regards the alignment of churches and did not have to follow pagan 
ideas of orientation, and the ritual for the consecration of a church in the Pontificale 
Romanum of 1596 had no reference to orientation.38 When Mass was celebrated 
in the modern era prior to the Second Vatican Council, usually immediately in 
front of a tabernacle, there was no sense of direction to the east. The proposal 
that the Mass be celebrated ad orientem, that is that the celebrant face in the same 
direction as the faithful, towards an altar usually aligned without any reference to 
orientation, has little to commend it in terms of solar symbolism.

An unstable symbolism

Orientation for burials, or in private or liturgical prayer, has not been a living solar 
symbol in common possession in the West since the late Middle Ages at the latest. 
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The Christian symbolic cluster around orientation inherited from late antiquity 
did not secure a permanent place there. To use a comparison from schoolboy 
chemistry, the cluster seems to have been more a mixture like sand and water 
than a unified chemical compound like copper sulphate. It had disintegrated by 
the sixteenth century, possibly because it was always a mixture of heterogeneous 
elements – Eden, the rising sun, the Second Coming and a venerable but little-
understood custom. According to Robert Taft, even the Eastern churches never 
attached great significance to orientation as such. He never met a representative 
of Eastern Christianity who saw it as essential either for liturgy or for personal 
devotion. It was just taken for granted as an established practice. What Christians 
in the West can learn from the East, in his view, is to re-appropriate their own 
Western Christian identity that has been so eroded by secularization.39

Solar metaphors and interiority

The Western church

The Augustinian metaphor of looking inwards, developed by Gregory the Great, 
has shaped Western spirituality. The common custom of placing the apse in the 
west may have contributed, indirectly, to this inward turn and to a diminished 
reference to the cosmos, because an external physical reference point in the east 
was eliminated.40 We have seen how Clement of Alexandria, for example, and 
more recently Teresa of Avila and Elizabeth of the Trinity speak in terms of a sun 
within the soul, and that the perception of an inner light or sun is metaphorical. 
Metaphorical descriptions have, however, sometimes been interpreted as if they 
were literal, in both Western and Eastern spiritual theology.

Modern Catholic spirituality frequently emphasizes darkness and inwardness, 
and it has often taken on a markedly psychological character. Sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century spiritual writers focused increasingly on the psychology of 
religious experience. Taking over vocabulary from the Rhineland mystics, Francis 
de Sales (1567–1622) used the expression ‘the fine point of the soul’ to refer to a 
place in his psychological geography, whereas Eckhart had used it not to refer to 
an experience but to make an ontological statement.41 For Francis, the fine point 
of the soul is something beyond the ordinary faculties of thinking and willing but 
involving some sort of interior perception. He compares it to the Holy of Holies 
in the Temple which the High Priest enters leaving behind the light of day. Francis 
almost finds himself in absolute darkness, but he does not close his eyes completely 
– there is some residual light.42 This is a metaphor, but the detail given – eyes slightly 
ajar – invites the reader to see it as a literal description. Using similar terms, Jane 
Frances de Chantal (1572–1641) recounts how, after a spiritual experience of night 
and darkness, ‘at dawn God made me taste, but almost imperceptibly, a small light 
at the fine point of my soul; the rest of my soul and the faculties did not experience 
it; but it only lasted about half the time of a Hail Mary’.43 Again, a metaphor is 
presented as non-metaphorical. The precise timing given here – half the length of 
a Hail Mary – leaves the reader in no doubt that it is a literal account.
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We saw in Chapter 5 how the emphasis on night in John of the Cross was 
part of wider cultural developments. Similarly, this emphasis on the inner self 
is of a piece with developments in philosophical thought in an era when René 
Descartes (1596–1650) would define the self as a res cogitans, a thinking thing, 
wholly distinct from the exterior material world of physical extension. Despite 
Francis de Sales’s use of examples from nature in his Introduction to the Devout 
Life, there is a withdrawal from the world, and devotional language became 
more disincarnated and self-absorbed. There is movement in the direction of an 
‘acosmic piety’.44 This movement inwards is taken a step further in the eighteenth-
century work known as Self-Abandonment to Divine Providence first published in 
1861. Formerly attributed to Jean-Pierre de Caussade, SJ, it is in the tradition of 
Francis de Sales and was clearly influenced by John of the Cross.45 Traditional solar 
imagery continues in this work but metaphors of darkness and inwardness prevail 
over those of light and sun. Turning outwards to God’s works in the cosmos and 
looking at the physical sun and sunlight is dismissed metaphorically as viewing 
the dim light of a watery sun. The introspection of Francis de Sales’s image of half-
closed eyes is taken further, the exterior world recedes, and eyes are now totally 
sightless:

God is the fount of faith, a dark abyss from whose depths faith flows. All his 
words, all his works are, so to speak, only dim rays of that even more remote 
sun. We open our bodily eyes to see the sun and its rays, but the eyes of the soul, 
through which we see God and his works, are sightless. For here darkness takes 
the place of light, knowledge is ignorance, and not seeing we see.46

The Eastern church

We turn now to the metaphors of light and inward direction in some recent 
spiritual theology of the Eastern Orthodox churches. From the fourteenth century, 
theologians have spoken about seeing the uncreated divine light, especially in 
relation to the Transfiguration (where, in Matthew’s account, Christ’s face shines 
like the sun).47 For Gregory Palamas (1296–1359), the light of Christ is not a divine 
attribute, not a phenomenal form through which God reveals himself, but is the 
‘unmediated presence of God himself ’.48 This unmediated presence is described 
in terms of a distinction between the uncreated essence of God and the uncreated 
energies by which he makes himself known. According to Kallistos Ware, ‘light’ 
is used literally (analogously) and not metaphorically, to refer to uncreated light 
in visions of the ‘light of Tabor’.49 This light was the subject of often polemical 
confrontation between East and West.

The Latin Catholic Church recognizes the richness of the Eastern traditions 
but has no official stance on Greek Orthodox teachings about the light of the 
Transfiguration. Catholic monastics and theologians do not question the claim to 
a real communion with the uncreated light. They tend to think that the experiences 
of prayer are fundamentally the same in East and West but that they are articulated 
in different symbolic and conceptual frameworks. ‘The two mystic traditions – of 
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darkness and of light – merely express in antithetical terms a spiritual experience 
that is fundamentally the same.’50 Still, the conceptual frameworks cannot 
necessarily be mixed without misunderstanding. The distinction between the 
divine essence and divine energies has presented conceptual difficulties for several 
Western theologians.51 As we look for resources for a creative retrieval of light and 
sun symbolism in the West, the aspiration sometimes expressed in Eastern writing 
to look inwards and see – literally and not metaphorically – the uncreated light of 
the Transfiguration is perhaps not to be imitated.

Another thread in the web of ideas in the Byzantine theology of divine light 
is the psycho-physical meditation techniques employed by Orthodox monks, 
particularly in the monastic settlements on Mount Athos. Theologians in the 
Byzantine tradition insist that no knowledge of God is attainable without divine 
grace or guaranteed by techniques of meditation, but they sometimes seem to have 
higher expectations of ascetical practices than their Western counterparts. While 
a contemporary Orthodox theologian refers to ‘the Thaboric uncreated light that 
may be experienced by anyone who follows the ascetic way’,52 Catholic teaching 
authorities urge caution about phenomena of light.53 We saw earlier in this chapter 
how metaphorical descriptions of inner light seem sometimes to be taken literally 
in the West. Perhaps something similar is happening with Eastern accounts of 
seeing the light of Thabor. In the words of Tom Wright, ‘Our own metaphors 
seem so natural that we forget they are metaphors. Other people’s metaphors, 
alien to our way of speaking, are often misinterpreted as though they are not 
metaphors at all.’54 In any case, the search for phenomena of light by introspection 
is not a strategy that recommends itself for a ‘natural theology’ of light and sun. 
By contrast, Western Christians can learn from the more cosmic spirituality of 
the East, by looking outwards at the reality of the cosmos, and particularly at the 
phenomenon of sunlight.

Conclusion

The answer to the question in the title of this chapter is, in a nutshell, that 
Christians do not pray as a matter of principle towards the sun, and the east is 
not a Christian Mecca. When light streamed into the cathedral of Hagia Sophia 
in Constantinople or into a Western basilica, or sunlight shone through the side-
windows of a medieval perpendicular church, it is more a matter of light shining 
into a sacred space than of worshippers directing their attention sunwards. 
Whether the light came in through an apse or through the entrance to the church 
was a secondary matter, and whether the celebrant faced the faithful or not was 
not a question at all. Despite the recent use of the expression ad orientem, the 
direction the celebrant faces at the eucharist is not an established vehicle for solar 
symbolism in the Roman Rite.

The deepest level of traditional symbolism of prayer in the eucharist is vertical, 
upwards towards the Father who dwells in inaccessible light. Any horizontal 
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direction is towards the altar.55 In neither case is the symbolism solar as such. 
Vertical prayer at the eucharist has biblical credentials (e.g. the synoptic accounts 
of the miracle of the loaves and fishes) that orientation lacks, and, as we will see in 
the next chapter, this is reflected in the texts of the current Roman Missal. Perhaps 
the clearest expression of traditional sacred direction is the ancient orans posture 
depicted in the Roman catacombs and enjoined for the celebrant in the Roman 
Rite. At the altar, prayer is directed not sunwards but upwards to the heavenly 
realm of light beyond the sun. The best route to re-appropriating the Christian 
symbolism of sun and light is not praying towards the sun in liturgical or personal 
orientation or looking inwards. It is in literally looking outwards at sunshine and 
daylight, not to pray to it but to relish it as symbol of the divine. Scriptural and 
liturgical language of light then takes on new meaning.
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We now turn to light and sun symbolism in the liturgical cycles celebrating the 
mysteries of the incarnation and of Christ’s death and resurrection, and then in the 
texts of the Roman Missal and the Liturgy of the Hours. We see how solar imagery 
marked the development of the liturgical season of Christmas and the celebration 
of Holy Week, and how the overall symbolic balance of light and sun language in 
the New Testament is replicated in the Roman liturgy.

The incarnation

Epiphany: A feast of light

It is often presumed in the English-speaking world that Christmas, the feast of 
Christ’s Nativity, started as a Christianized pagan light-festival bringing cheer in the 
bleak midwinter. In fact, the origin was more complex and more Mediterranean, 
involving two feasts of Christ’s coming. The earlier feast, the Epiphany (literally 
Manifestation) of Christ in his birth and baptism, was celebrated on 6 January, 
and had its origins in the East, later spreading in the West.1 It was always a feast 
associated with light, and there is no evidence of pagan antecedents. Suggestions, 
for example, that it was a replacement for pagan winter solstice celebrations in 
Egypt and elsewhere have not been substantiated. The most probable background 
for this early celebration of Christ’s birth is in Christian solar symbolism. As early 
as the third century, links were made between the birth of the new sun and the 
birth of Christ without any link to a particular date.2 As regards Epiphany as a 
celebration of Christ’s baptism, according to Gabrielle Winkler this probably goes 
back to the earliest history of Christianity, and may have had an association with 
light from the beginning.3 By the late second or early third century in Egypt, there 
was a single feast of the birth and baptism of Jesus celebrated on 6 January. In 
Cappadocia, the name of the feast translates as ‘The Lights’,4 and in Syria as ‘Dawn 
of the Light’. Ephrem of Syria (306–76) linked the Epiphany as the celebration of 
the birthday of Christ with the creation of the sun on the fourth day in the creation 
narrative in Genesis. For Ephrem, the manifestation of Jesus at his birth marked 
the end of pagan sun worship.5

Chapter 9

LIGHT,  SUN AND LITURGY
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When the feast of the Epiphany was taken up in the Roman tradition, it came 
to be associated principally with the adoration of the Magi. The manifestation of 
light remains central, with the star of Bethlehem leading the Magi to Christ who is 
proclaimed as the ‘light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people 
Israel’ (Lk. 2.32).6 The first reading of the current Mass of the day for the Epiphany 
starts: ‘Arise, shine; for your light has come,/and the glory of the Lord has risen 
upon you’. (Isa. 60.1).

Christmas and the winter solstice

The feast of the Nativity of Christ on 25 December was celebrated in Rome by 
336, and later spread to the East, while the Epiphany started in the East, only later 
spreading westwards. Both East and West ended up with two feasts, Christmas 
and Epiphany, celebrating the coming of Christ, with the focus of each narrowing 
as time went on. The origin of Christmas continues to be debated. One school of 
thought, often referred to as the History of Religions approach, emphasizes the 
influence of the surrounding religious culture of late antiquity. The feast on 25 
December (the date Julius Caesar had determined to mark the winter solstice) is 
seen as a replacement of the celebration of the imperial cult of the Unconquered 
Sun instituted by the Emperor Aurelian in 274. A second school, emphasizing 
factors within the Christian church itself, points out that Christians had celebrated 
Christmas in North Africa prior to 274, and that Christians had been calculating 
the date of Christ’s birth based on suppositions about the date of the Annunciation.7 
The debate goes on and there would seem to be something in both approaches.8 
Perhaps Roman Christians felt the need for a celebration of the coming of Christ 
analogous to that of the Epiphany in the Eastern churches.9 Probably the long-
established tradition of calling Christ the Sun of Justice and the Rising Sun as well 
as earlier efforts to determine the date of Christ’s birth fed into the evolution of a 
celebration.10 That being said, the solar character of the Christian feast of Christmas 
did not come from the gospel accounts of the Nativity. Pagan celebrations were 
certainly in the background. From its inception, the feast of Christ’s Nativity was 
in competition with alternative festivities at the turn of the year such as Saturnalia 
which began on 17 December and Lupercalia in February. There was, moreover, 
a pastoral need to counteract the temptation to sun worship among the recently 
Christianized population of Rome. Whatever the precise process of development, 
the result was a feast of the Nativity of Christ on 25 December, around the time of 
the winter solstice, as the Light and True Sun of the world.

The Christian celebration of the Nativity continued to have an attention to light, 
and a link with the motif of the rising sun. The Advent O Antiphons at vespers date 
from the seventh century or earlier and are still in use today. The antiphon for 21 
December, the winter solstice, echoes Luke 1.78–9:

O Rising Sun, you are the splendour of eternal light and sun of justice. O come 
and enlighten those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death.11
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The paschal mystery

Baptism

From the second century, baptism, when the new Christian is initiated into 
the  paschal mystery of Christ’s death and resurrection, was also referred to as 
photismos – illumination – and for both Ambrose and Augustine the white 
garments worn by the newly baptized symbolized light.12 The Physiologus, the 
Egyptian bestiary we saw in Chapter 2, gives a solar fable of the sacrament. The 
eagle finds in the sun the source of eternal youth (see Ps 103.5):

Physiologus says of the eagle that, when he grows old, his wings grow heavy and 
his eyes grow dim. What does he do then? He seeks out a fountain and then flies 
up into the atmosphere of the sun, and he burns away his wings and the dimness 
of his eyes, and descends into the fountain and bathes himself three times and is 
restored and made new again.

… As you fly into the height of the sun of justice [Mal. 4:2] who is Christ as 
the Apostle says, he himself will burn off your old clothing which is the devil’s … 
Be baptized in the everlasting fountain.13

In northern Italy, three sermons of Zeno of Verona (died c. 370) illustrate a rich 
cosmic symbolism of baptism. The first sermon, despite being entitled a sermon 
on the birth of Christ, was probably preached at Easter. The four animals refer to 
the four-horse chariot which was a traditional part of solar symbolism:

This is our sun, the true sun, which with the abundance of its brightness lights 
the dazzling fires of the world and the sisters, the fires of the shining stars of the 
heavens. This is the one which set once for all and rose again, never to repeat its 
setting. This, I say, is the one crowned with a crown of twelve rays, that is the 
twelve apostles, the one who is drawn along its course around the world not by 
four dumb animals, but by the four Gospels with their proclamation of salvation.14

Zeno now addresses the Easter congregation in a second sermon. The catechumens 
have yet to be baptized, and he compares their imminent immersion in the 
baptismal pool to sinking down with the sun into the ocean to rise again at dawn. 
The sunset invites them so that:

immersed in the milky depth of the sacred ocean, and rising from there, new 
with the new day, and, radiant with their own light, they may come with us in 
a safe course on the heavenly path of immortality to the time of promise where 
one rises for ever.15

In a third sermon, Zeno addresses the newly baptized. After the disciplines of 
Lent, they have participated in the light ceremony, and then been baptized. He 
now invites them to the eucharist:
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After the chaste fast of holy expiation has been most devoutly accomplished, 
after the sweet vigils of the night dazzling with its own sun, after your souls grew 
in the hope of immortality by the life-giving bath of the milky font … I urge you 
to celebrate the feast of such a great birth with a joyful banquet.16

Good Friday

Various solar metaphors were used from an early date to describe Christ’s death. In 
a comparison that would become standard, Ignatius of Antioch, writing probably 
in the middle of the second century, has death and resurrection symbolized as the 
setting and rising of the sun.17 The darkness that came over the whole land at noon 
in the synoptic accounts of the crucifixion came to be seen as expressing sorrow 
or shame, as physical creation reacts to what is happening to the Divine Sun on 
the cross.18 John Chrysostom (c. 349–407) linked the eclipse with the Johannine 
theme of the cross as the manifestation of Christ’s glory: the visible sun hid its 
rays when it saw the Sun of Justice shining from the cross.19 According to John 
Damascene (676–749), ‘for this reason the sun was darkened, since it could not 
bear to see the intelligible sun of righteousness undergoing violence’.20 In some 
mediaeval images, the sun is red-faced hanging its head in shame.21 In another 
metaphor, Christ is radiant or shining on the cross as a light on a lampstand.22 Just 
as a householder places a lamp on high to lighten up the whole house, so the Sun 
of Justice shines out from the top of the lampstand that is the cross.23

Architecture, too, employed the symbol of the sun, to place the crucifixion at 
the centre of time and space. In the sixth century, Golgotha remained in the open 
between two churches in Jerusalem, not because of any construction requirement 
but to express the cosmic dimension of the crucifixion. Only in 614 was it 
covered.24 The idea that at the crucifixion the sun stood over the cross at its zenith, 
at midday, was linked to the notion that Jerusalem was the centre of the world.25 
An anonymous Benedictine pilgrim from the Icelandic monastery of Thingeyrar 
visited the church on the feast of the Nativity of John the Baptist, 24 June, the 
summer solstice, sometime between 1151 and 1154. He came from the ‘ends of 
the earth’ to Jerusalem. When the sun stood directly over the circular window at 
the summit of the dome, he was conscious, he said, of being at the centre of the 
world.26

These solar themes did not die out and for Thomas Traherne, in the seventeenth 
century, the cross is the pillar of fire at the Exodus and the rising sun at dawn: ‘This 
Body is not the cloud, but the pillar assumed to manifest His love unto us. In these 
shades doth this sun break forth most oriently. In this death is His love painted in 
most lively colours.’27

Holy Saturday

In his second-century Dialogue with Trypho, Justin Martyr insists that the Lord God 
remembered his dead people of Israel who lay in their graves, and he descended to 
preach salvation to them.28 This descent, which figures in the Apostle’s Creed and 



9. Light, Sun and Liturgy 119

the fourth eucharistic prayer of the current liturgy, was expressed in solar terms. 
In the late second century, Melito of Sardis (died c. 180) applies the image of a 
sun rising from on high (Lk. 1.78) to Christ in the underworld: ‘King of Heaven, 
Prince of creation, sun of the eastern sky who appeared both to the dead in Hades 
and to mortals upon earth, he, the only true Helios [sun], arose for us out of the 
highest summits of heaven.’29 According to Clement of Alexandria, Christ, the ‘Sun 
of the Resurrection’, shines into the darkness of the underworld and raises fallen 
humanity from the dead,30 while, for both John Chrysostom and John Damascene, 
this descent turned Hades into heaven.31 The descent of Christ among the dead 
came to be celebrated liturgically on Holy Saturday, as we first see in Amphilochius 
of Iconium (c. 340–c. 400):

Today we celebrate the feast of our Savior’s burial. He, with the dead below, 
is loosing the bonds of death and filling Hades with light and awakening the 
sleepers …

Yesterday the crucified one darkened the sun, and night fell in the middle of 
the day; today Death is undone because he swallowed up a dead man who was 
not his. Yesterday the creation was in mourning, seeing the frenzy of the Jews, 
and it put on darkness as a mourning garment; today ‘the people who sat in 
darkness have seen a great light’.32

Sometimes the symbol of Christ’s descent was expressed in graphic narratives. 
In a Holy Saturday homily of Pseudo-Epiphanius, the ‘God-Sun-Christ’ has gone 
under the earth bringing salvation to the invisible world: Receive the great light!33 
The fourth-century apocryphal Acts of Pilate, which would influence the medieval 
mystery plays of the Harrowing of Hell, has a group of Jewish chief priests including 
Annas, Caiphas and Gamaliel interrogating men raised from the dead by Jesus. 
The men call for pen and paper and write:

We then were in Hades with all those who had fallen asleep from the beginning. 
But when it was middle of the night, into that darkness there arose as it were 
the light of the sun, and it shone and enlightened everyone; and we saw one 
another.34

The symbol of Christ’s descent was also given visual expression. A floor mosaic 
in a villa from around 350 in Hinton St Mary in England has the earliest image of 
Christ found in Britain. Pagan mythology is harnessed to express Christian beliefs. 
Christ is flanked by two pomegranates which evoked the myth of Persephone/
Proserpina being rescued from the underworld and pointed to Christ’s descent 
among the dead. In later centuries, the Byzantine icon of Christ descending into 
Hades to liberate those in darkness and the shadow of death is called the Anastasis 
icon – the ‘resurrection’ icon.35 Christ is usually surrounded by a mandorla or 
halo, both solar symbols, and his vivid white garments, symbolizing light, can 
sometimes contrast with the less vivid whitish clothing of Adam, who is receiving 
light. The figure of Jesus displays power and energy, sometimes in contrast with 
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the listless posture of Adam and his companions sitting in darkness and the 
shadow of death. When this Eastern tradition is taken alongside the depictions of 
the Harrowing of Hell in the West, for example, in the mediaeval English mystery 
plays, it points to a sensus fidelium that the descent of Christ into the underworld 
is ‘more the beginning of the glory of Easter Day than the continuation of the 
suffering of Good Friday’.36 For Joseph Ratzinger, the Holy Saturday liturgy is a 
liturgy of the cross that shines with the light of the resurrection:

Thus this liturgy proceeds like the sunrise, the first light of Easter morning 
shines into it. If Good Friday places before our eyes the buffeted figure of the 
pierced one, Holy Saturday’s liturgy is as much reminiscent of the early Church’s 
view of the cross, surrounded by beams of light, as much symbol of resurrection 
as of death.37

In his sermon at the Easter vigil of 2007, Pope Benedict exploits the Anastasis 
icon to express Christ’s entry into the darkness, the sunlessness we could say, of 
contemporary life: ‘By his death he now clasps the hand of Adam, of every man 
and woman who awaits him and brings them to the light.’ The homily ends with 
a prayer, in which Benedict asks the risen Lord to descend into our ‘dark nights’:

On this night, then, let us pray: Lord, show us that love is stronger than hatred, 
that love is stronger than death. Descend into the darkness and the abyss of our 
modern age, and take by the hand those who await you. Bring them to the light! 
In my own dark nights, be with me to bring me forth!38

Easter

In the New Testament, Christ’s resurrection is a non-metaphorical dateable event 
known through the discovery of an empty tomb and a series of appearances of the 
risen Jesus. In a second step, the resurrection is described using metaphors of light 
just as his disciples are said metaphorically to die and rise with him in baptism or 
to shine with resurrected light.39 The feast termed Easter in English did not start 
as a feast of light or sun as such but developed out of a single feast of the Pasch 
which focused on Christ’s sufferings as well as his resurrection. The unitary feast 
developed into the present celebration of the final three days of Holy Week, the 
sacred triduum. The Pasch evoked the creation of light in Genesis, as well as the 
pillar of fire lighting up the path of the Israelites in Exodus, and readings from 
Genesis and Exodus figure still in the readings of the Roman Rite Easter Vigil today.

Solar motifs were applied to the resurrection in the late second century and 
became more common subsequently. In the fourth century, Easter came to be 
celebrated as a feast of light, as it still is in the current Easter Vigil. In an Easter 
homily, Hesychius of Jerusalem cries out: ‘Let us celebrate this holy night with 
sacred torches, let us sing a divine melody, a heavenly hymn. The Sun of Justice, 
Our Lord Jesus Christ, has illumined this day for the whole world. He has risen 
through the cross and saved those who believe.’40 Practices such as the use of 
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torches were taken from the pagan mystery cults, and the ceremony seems to have 
sometimes been conducted in competition with rival rites – Apuleius, for example, 
recounts how, when he was being initiated into the mysteries of Isis, ‘I came to the 
boundary of death … In the middle of the night I saw the sun flashing with bright 
light’.41 The Easter candle itself, standing for the Easter Light of Christ, developed 
from the Christian evening prayer at the lighting of the lamps, the Lucernarium. 
In the Eastern churches, by the fourth century this evening celebration became 
the climax of the ceremony just before the celebration of eucharist. In the West, it 
is at the beginning.42

As we have emphasized in earlier chapters, past generations distinguished 
between light and sun, but associated them more closely than we do today, and gave 
them more attention. People in the ancient world were fascinated by the purity of 
light, with various forms of a popular saying going back at least to the philosopher 
Diogenes (fifth to fourth century bce), to the effect that, even if it shines into filth, 
sunlight retains its pristine purity. Echoing this, Tertullian says that the sun can 
shine into a sewer without being made filthy.43 At the same time, associations with 
the freshness of early morning flowed naturally from the gospel narrative of Mary 
Magdalene and other women going to the tomb ‘very early on the first day of the 
week, when the sun had risen’ (Mark 16.2). In the words of Maximus of Turin, ‘As 
the world’s sun was growing bright she alone, before anyone else, recognised the 
rising of the sun of justice, and with the coming of the dawn she rejoiced in the 
return of day, but still more she rejoiced in Christ risen from the dead.’44

Natural sunlight could even seem brighter at Easter, and the light of springtime, 
the European season of Easter, was particularly evocative: ‘The sky is transparent, 
the sun radiant, the moon brilliant, and the choirs of stars bright. The springs of 
water are clear and the rivers full, for these are now freed from the fetters of ice. The 
fields emit sweet scents, green plants sprout, and lambs bound in green pastures.’45 
Once more, we see that these motifs did not die out. The same sentiments are 
expressed in John McGahern’s That They May Face the Rising Sun:

On such an Easter morning, as we were setting out for Mass, we were always 
shown the sun; Look how the molten globe and all the glittering rays are dancing. 
The whole of heaven is dancing in its joy that Christ has risen.46

The sun was now high above the lake. There wasn’t a wisp of cloud. 
Everywhere the water sparkled. A child could easily believe that the whole of 
heaven was dancing.47

Light and sun in the current liturgy

The Roman Missal

In the Latin text of the current Roman Missal there is abundant vocabulary of 
light but virtually none of it refers to the sun or to the east.48 The two Latin words 
for light, lux and lumen, in their different cases, occur 160 times. Sol, the word for 
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sun, in its different cases, occurs only six times. Three of these occurrences are in 
the fixed expression sol iustitiae, the Sun of Justice, and three in the expression 
‘from the rising of the sun to its setting’, which is not focused on the sun itself. 
The Latin equivalent of the Greek anatole, signifying the rising sun/dawn/east, is 
oriens. This noun occurs once the missal, in the expression ad orientem, referring 
not to the rising sun but to the star of Bethlehem, in the vigil mass of the Epiphany. 
In the eucharistic prayers and prefaces, the vocabulary of light highlights the 
eternal God ‘dwelling in unapproachable light’ (preface of the fourth eucharistic 
prayer) and yet at the same time the hope of eternal life in ‘the light of your face’ 
(second eucharistic prayer). An examination of the liturgical texts confirms what 
we saw in the last chapter. The idea that the eucharist should be celebrated literally 
or symbolically facing the rising sun in the east has no basis in the texts of the 
current missal, nor in the missal used up the Second Vatican Council where the 
expression ad orientem was not used at all, and where solar vocabulary was even 
more sparse.49 The eucharist is not linked to diurnal solar rhythms, in marked 
contrast with the Liturgy of the Hours.

Taken together, the eucharist and the Liturgy of the Hours reflect the pattern 
of vocabulary in the New Testament: light symbolism is paramount, and solar 
imagery secondary. In the eucharist, the language directs the worshippers not 
eastwards towards the sun but upwards towards light. Attention is not to be given, 
either, to inward-looking private devotions, but to the altar where the direction 
of prayer is upwards. As we saw, this was current in the early church and has a 
warrant in scripture (e.g. at the prayer of Jesus at the miracle of the loaves and 
fishes). It is another area where, in John McGahern’s expression that we saw in 
the Introduction, ‘you never lost it, Patrick.’ The ancient custom of praying with 
outstretched hands and directing attention upwards, the orans position, has 
continued with the celebrant at the eucharist praying in this posture. In the Roman 
Canon, just prior to the consecration of the bread Christ is described as praying 
‘with eyes raised to heaven’ – elevatis oculis in coelum – and the celebrant looks 
upwards when speaking these words. The eucharistic prayer is a vertical offering 
of sacrifice, ‘to your altar on high’ – in sublime altare tuum.50 The faithful, too, 
are invited to direct their attention upwards when, before the eucharistic prayer, 
they are urged to ‘lift up your hearts’ – sursum corda. This directs participants not 
towards the presiding priest, nor towards the physical sun, but upwards to the 
heavenly world of ‘unapproachable light’, a light that is located, in Pope Francis’s 
expression in Laudato sì, ‘beyond the sun’.51

The most dramatic celebration of light in the liturgy is, of course, the Easter 
Vigil. In the missal overall, however, the language of light is most prominent 
in the liturgy of Advent and Christmastide. This harks back to the Christmas 
and Epiphany liturgies from their inception. In the prayers of the Masses for 
Christmastide, light is variously described as true light, brilliant light, eternal 
light, kindly light and new light. The way the missal employs this imagery of 
light exemplifies the catholic character of the Roman rite. The Mass texts are not 
specific to the Mediterranean area where they largely originated, and they can 
be used with equal ease anywhere from the North to the South Pole. Australian 
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liturgist Tom Elich insists that though the winter solstice may well have played 
a role in the development of the feast of Christmas, this process has not marked 
the texts of the current Roman Missal. The Roman liturgical books ‘display an 
admirable and helpful reticence in their specificity to a particular time and place’.52 
These universal texts apply readily to a country where, for Elich, the Invincible 
Sun at Christmas evokes the salty smell of the sea and the heat of the Australian 
summer. We can add that they apply as readily to northern climes like the England 
described by T. S. Eliot where ‘the short day is brightest, with frost and fire’ (‘Little 
Gidding’).

The Liturgy of the Hours

In the Latin text of the Liturgy of the Hours of the Roman Rite, occurrences of 
light vocabulary, principally lux and lumen in their different cases, number 
in the thousands. Solar symbolism is more prominent than in the Missal with 
expressions related to sun and east numbering in the hundreds. Sol appears over 
three hundred times, oriens (including the expression sol oriens) over forty times. 
Ad orientem appears nineteen times and sol justitiae over thirty times.53 On the 
feast of Christ the King, we read: ‘Behold a man whose name is “The Rising Sun”; 
he will sit on the throne and rule overall; he will speak of peace to the peoples.’54 
This prominence of solar motifs is due to the origins and development of the 
Divine Office, and to its place in an overall pattern of Christian prayer. Another 
reason for their prominence is a deliberate ressourcement with patristic symbolism 
by the experts who worked on the revision of liturgical texts after Vatican II. 
The hymn ‘Sol, ecce, lentus occidens’, for instance, which is markedly solar in its 
symbolism, was composed on patristic models by Anselmo Lentini, a Benedictine 
Latinist from the Abbey of Monte Cassino.55

The origins of the public prayer of the church are to be found in the need of 
the Christian to pray, alone or with others, at the beginning of the day and in 
the evening. There is a spontaneous need for a sort of morning offering looking 
to what is ahead as the day begins, and for an examination of conscience and an 
act of contrition as the day is drawing to a close.56 From early centuries, efforts 
were also made to give St Paul’s injunction to pray always (1 Thess. 5.17) concrete 
expression in a variety of prayer forms at different times of the day. A pattern 
of public morning, midday and afternoon or evening prayer developed, as did 
a twofold pattern of personal prayer at morning and night. As they shaped their 
prayers, Christians were influenced by scripture, nature and the human cycles of 
waking and sleeping. As is often the case, the practice is older than the different 
forms of theological rationale given for it.57 The cycle of the rising and setting of 
the sun, and the alternation of night and day, provided a cosmic matrix for the 
rites and texts that developed in cathedral offices, and then in various forms of 
monastic offices. In the breviary, the compendious editions in use in modern times 
prior to the Second Vatican Council, there was less emphasis on the contrast of 
light and darkness and on the natural symbols of sunrise and sunset than there 
had been in earlier eras.58
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The present form of the Roman Liturgy of the Hours is the fruit of changes 
introduced by the Second Vatican Council.59 The commission that worked on the 
changes aimed to produce a flexible work to be used for public and private prayer 
by monastics and religious, priests and laypeople.60 The final product, however, is 
more a contemplative prayer book that can be recited privately than a resource for 
popular devotional services,61 but, in an unforeseen contribution of technology, 
mobile devices and computer software are making the Liturgy of the Hours more 
accessible. Perhaps there is a parallel with the Books of Hours, digests of the Divine 
Office for lay people, the most popular books of the Late Middle Ages.62 People 
now have easy access to texts for daily prayer that are rich in biblical and patristic 
symbolism, including the symbolism of light and sun.63 Praying the Liturgy of the 
Hours can be a means of living a more integrated life in a contemporary world 
that can be disjointed and scattered, and of re-appropriating the cosmic rhythms 
of day and night.64 The traditional links of sunset and sleep with death and sunrise 
with resurrection can help us reintegrate the reality of death in a balanced and 
wholesome spirituality: ‘Yours is the day and yours the night, Lord God:/let the 
Sun of Justice shine so steadily in our hearts,/that we may come at length/to that 
light where you dwell eternally.’65

Conclusion

The rich imagery of light and sun used traditionally to articulate the mysteries 
of the incarnation and the paschal mystery receives insufficient attention, and 
its potential for linking the mysteries of the faith with cosmic realities is largely 
unexploited. In the eucharist, the language is typically one of light and not of 
sun, replicating the pattern of imagery in the New Testament. The best option for 
giving this language physical expression is to have the altar and apse bathed in 
natural light, a symbol of God’s presence. Despite the label ad orientem, a celebrant 
facing the altar from the same side as the congregation is not a solar symbol. The 
postural expression of prayer direction in the eucharist with the deepest roots 
in tradition is the orans position depicted in the catacombs, and still adopted 
by the celebrant during the eucharistic prayer. Its direction is not sunwards, but 
upwards to heavenly light, beyond the sun. More promising as strategies to revive 
traditional Christian solar symbolism are attention to natural light and sun, and 
daily morning and evening prayer. The Liturgy of the Hours, especially, with its 
abundant traditional solar imagery, is a rich resource.
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We have seen that a rich heritage of solar symbolism has not disappeared. It is, 
however, neglected in contemporary theology and spirituality. In the first section 
of this chapter, I suggest that sunlessness – the metaphor of the sun not shining – 
captures something in the recent religious experience of believers and non-believers 
alike. In a second section, I propose the revival of the ancient Christological title 
‘Sun of Justice’.

A sunless age

Friedrich Nietzsche and Thérèse of Lisieux

In 1882, nine years after the birth of Thérèse of Lisieux, Friedrich Nietzsche 
announced the death of God. They seem to have lodged simultaneously in the same 
Parisian hotel when she was travelling as a girl with her father. More significantly, 
there are surprising parallels in thought and feeling between the pioneering atheist 
and the enclosed Carmelite nun.1 Nietzsche and ‘The Little Flower’ are hugely 
different, but they both portrayed atheism as sunlessness.2

Thérèse gives an original twist to Christian solar tradition: she would like to 
soar in the heights like the eagles, the great saints who can stare directly at the 
Divine Sun, but she is a weak little bird – un faible petit oiseau – soaked and 
bedraggled, with weak wings. She cannot fly majestically upwards, but she can 
keep her gaze fixed in faith on the Sun of Love who she knows shines behind 
the clouds. Sometimes not a single ray is visible. She asks Jesus, the Divine 
Eagle, that she may take off into the upper regions, with his wings.3 In the 
final lines of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche proclaims a radical alternative. 
Zarathustra is the new pagan rising sun, an eternally recurring dawn that is 
also a recurring noon, a recurring sunset and midnight: ‘“This is my morning, 
my day begins: rise up now, rise up, great noontide!” / Thus spoke Zarathustra 
and left his cave, glowing and strong, like a morning sun emerging from behind 
dark mountains.’4 At the same time, for Nietzsche, the death of God means no 
more sun:

Chapter 10

JESUS THE SUN OF JUSTICE IN A SUNLESS AGE



10. Jesus the Sun of Justice in a Sunless Age 129

Have you not heard of that madman who lit a lantern in the bright morning 
hours, ran to the market-place and cried incessantly: ‘I am looking for God, I 
am looking for God! … Where has God gone? he cried. ‘I shall tell you. We have 
killed him – you and I. We are all his murderers. … What did we do when we 
unchained this earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we 
moving now? Away from all suns? … Is more and more night not coming on all 
the time? Must not lanterns be lit in the morning?’5

Paradoxically, Thérèse had similar thoughts. As a girl, in 1887, she spent forty-five 
minutes in total darkness in a tunnel, travelling by train through the Gothard Pass. 
Three years later, she was convinced that Jesus was leading her to an underground 
place where the sun does not shine.6 Her brief life would end with two years of 
darkness and doubt. In the official edition of her Autobiography, her accounts of 
these experiences were softened and relocated earlier in her life. It emerges that 
she was gripped by what she described as the strangest thoughts. She saw herself in 
solidarity with her brother atheists, a remarkable stance for a young woman from 
her religious background. A Discalced Carmelite, she follows John of the Cross, 
referring to a ‘night of faith’,7 but expresses a solidarity with atheists that is original. 
She expressed her experience of sunlessness in a document in the archives of the 
Lisieux Carmel:

He permitted my soul to be invaded by the thickest darkness, and that the 
thought of heaven, up until then so sweet to me, be no longer anything but the 
cause of struggle and torment. … One would have to travel through this dark 
tunnel to understand its darkness. I will try to explain it by a comparison.

I imagine I was born in a country that is covered in thick fog. I never had 
the experience of contemplating the joyful appearance of nature flooded and 
transformed by the brilliance of the sun. It is true that from childhood I heard 
people speak of these marvels, and I know the country I am living in is not really 
my true fatherland, and there is another I must long for without ceasing. This is 
not simply a story invented by someone living in the sad country where I am, but 
it is a reality, for the King of the fatherland of the bright sun actually came and 
lived for thirty-three years in the land of darkness.8

We turn now to another, quite different, fellow traveller of Thérèse, a university 
librarian in the north of England.

Philip Larkin

Philip Larkin (1922–85), who described himself as agnostic, gave the fear of 
death bleak expression in a poem about a sunless dawn, entitled with heavy irony 
‘Aubade’ – a dawn love-song. Waking at four, he is a day nearer death: ‘Waking at 
four to soundless dark, I stare. / In time the curtain-edges will grow light. / Till 
then I see what’s really always there: / Unresting death, a whole day nearer now.’9 
Larkin wrote ‘Aubade’ in 1977, expressing a lifelong obsession with living in the 
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shadow of death. In an earlier poem ‘High Windows’, he contemplates ‘the sun-
comprehending glass, / And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows / Nothing, 
and is nowhere, and is endless’.10 In ‘Aubade’, he changed an earlier draft ‘the open 
emptiness for ever’ to ‘the total emptiness for ever’. Any possibility of further vistas 
or salvific possibilities is ruthlessly cut out.11 The line ‘The sky is white as clay, with 
no sun’ evokes a bloodless corpse and the clay typically dug out of graves in Hull, 
the city where Larkin spent most of his adult life.

Some of his other poems help us appreciate the full bleakness of the 
monosyllables: ‘with no sun’. In ‘Toads Revisited’, he imagines himself in the shoes 
of the unemployed, the old and the destitute, who use a local park during the day: 
clouds obscure the sun as they watch bread being delivered.12 In ‘Aubade’ we find 
once more deliveries – now the postman – and the same heavy Hull cloud cover. 
By contrast, ‘Solar’ from the sixties has been called ‘a pagan incantation: a hymn 
to the sun’.13 It is a celebration of a generous and life-giving natural force. The sun 
is luxuriant, majestic and fiery, with rays like the petals of a flower, and it even has 
a face, that of a lion. It is golden, like the precious metal, or like honey. Five years 
after ‘Aubade’, he wrote ‘1982’, evoking the joy of noon on a hot summer day.14 
There is the same blazing abundance as in ‘Solar’, the botanical imagery and even 
the lion: ‘Whatever conceived / Now fully leaved, / Abounding, ablaze – / O long 
lion days!’ A year before he wrote ‘Aubade’ he had penned a versified Valentine’s 
Day note to his secretary: ‘You are fine as summer weather, / May to August all in 
one, / And the clocks, when we’re together, / Count no shadows. Only sun.’15 In 
‘Aubade’, at four in the morning with death approaching, ‘the sky is white as clay, 
with no sun.’

‘A wintry season’

Thérèse is representative of wider currents. Teresa of Calcutta also goes down into 
a sunless tunnel. She spoke of darkness, loss and loneliness, and strange suffering. 
‘Our Lord thought it better for me to be in the tunnel – so He is gone again – leaving 
me alone.’16 She saw her suffering as on behalf of others, but without Thérèse’s 
characteristic identification with them: ‘If I ever become a saint – I will be surely 
one of “darkness.” I will continually be absent from heaven – to light the light of 
those in darkness on earth.’17 Again, a Carthusian novice master rehearses for his 
charges some of the realities of the Dark Night: monks can pity those without the 
light of faith, he says, until one day the Lord extinguishes it and launches them into 
a painful process of purification. In a sense, one day a contemplative has to lose the 
faith to find it. He describes impenetrable darkness and disorientation reminiscent 
of Nietzsche’s description of the death of God. Only on emerging from these trials 
do monks realize that ‘the sun is shining, the sky is above us, the earth beneath our 
feet’.18 John of the Cross’s words ‘These are the ones who go down into hell alive’ 
would seem to apply here.19 This ‘descent into hell’ is not, however, resurrection 
light shining into the darkness, as in the Anastasis icon, but entering Sheol with 
those still sitting in darkness and the shadow of death awaiting liberation.
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There are parallels in the experience of non-believers. In the wider Western 
culture, the impossibility of looking directly at the sun continued into the 
modern era not as referring to God but to the difficulty of contemplating 
death. The best-known saying to this effect is a maxim of the seventeenth-
century essayist La Rochefoucauld: ‘Neither the sun nor death can be looked 
at steadily.’20 Singer David Bowie does try to face dying in his last album 
released shortly before his death in 2016 and entitled ‘Blackstar’, echoing an 
Elvis Presley song that linked the image of a black star and imminent death.21 
The video portrays a surreal, dark, sunless world. Three scarecrow figures 
writhe in agony as they are crucified. As one critic put it, ‘here’s melancholy 
as a form of exhilaration, ghosts of other songs and characters, a weakness 
for the sensational, glimmers of the supernatural, daydream, trance, faith and 
passion all existing on the borders of waking thought’.22 A recurring refrain 
speaks of ‘a solitary candle’ at the centre of everything. Wallace Stevens’s poem 
‘Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour’ describes a different scene, a genteel 
evening gathering: ‘How high that highest candle lights the dark. / Out of this 
same light, out of the central mind, / We make a dwelling in the evening air, / 
In which being there together is enough.’23 We can see Bowie’s video as a sort 
of visual Tenebrae and Good Friday, and Stevens’s evening ceremony as an 
Easter Vigil but neither Bowie’s solitary candle nor Stevens’s highest candle is 
the paschal candle, and the Sun of Resurrection does not shine for them. In 
this, they share common traits with the believing and non-believing voices we 
have briefly listened to.

In a similar vein, for Karl Rahner, we live in a ‘wintry season’ and the devotional 
life of Christians does not have the luxuriant forms of past eras with their 
‘devotions and pious practices’.24 He probably has the Baroque in mind. Elsewhere 
he talks of the ‘cheerful brightness’ of Baroque church interiors, and of an artistic 
creativity that built ‘Baroque churches with the joyous exuberance of the shining 
transfiguration of the world’.25 The Baroque era as Rahner sees it is a time of light. 
Winter, on the other hand, is a time when the light and warmth of the sun are 
limited. This season captures something of late modern spiritual experience in 
the West, of believers and unbelievers alike. In contrast with the Baroque age that 
had John of the Cross’s Dark Night but also a joyful shining transfiguration of the 
world, we have a distorted light-deficient pattern of imagery that is less faithful to 
the balance of light and darkness in the Bible. All the same, just as winter involves 
looking forward to spring and the return of the sun, perhaps what Pope Francis 
describes as a change of epoch and not just an epoch of change will involve a new 
experience of light.26

The Sun of Justice

But for you who revere my name the Sun of Justice shall rise, with healing in its 
wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall.

(Malachi: 4.2, slightly modified)
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Dusk and dawn

Hegel’s oft-quoted statement at the end of the Preface to his Philosophy of Right 
that the Owl of Minerva takes flight only at dusk – a historical epoch can only 
be understood as it is ending – fits perfectly John McGahern’s dusk graveyard 
scene that we saw in the Introduction.27 McGahern describes a rural Catholic 
culture, bound up with a cosmic symbolism of light and sun, just as that way of life 
was coming to an end. The situation now in the Western world is largely urban, 
technological and secular. In some respects, it is like that of Israel at the time of 
Malachi.28 Israel was a small outpost of the Persian Empire. Jews were asking 
whether it was worthwhile distinguishing themselves from their neighbours, and 
whether God did indeed reward those who faithfully practise the Law. That did not 
seem to be the case. Today, with Christians increasingly a minority, with scandals 
of clerical sexual abuse and cover-ups, and many women saying they are not heard 
in the church, people inevitably ask analogous questions to those of the Jews of 
Malachi’s day. Do the moral teachings and religious practices of the church make 
for flourishing human beings? And are these teachings and practices God-given?

Malachi’s ‘Sun of Justice’ promised cosmic, social, and personal healing in an 
image of dawn.29 Perhaps the verse from Malachi that so captivated early Christians 
can speak today. The Sun of Justice is the man whose name is Rising Sun, Dawn, 
East (Zech. 3.8) and who is described as a great light dawning on a people who 
sat in darkness and the shadow of death (Mt. 4.12-25). He calls to conversion and 
heals people suffering from every form of sickness. When, in the Eastern Anastasis 
icon, the Risen Christ breaks open the gates of Sheol or Hades to bring Adam and 
Eve out into the light, the whole of humanity is represented in them.30 Christ in the 
icon is a figure of light and energy, he who rises from on high to shine on those in 
darkness and the shadow of death (Lk. 1.78-9): ‘Almighty, ever-living God, / shed 
the light of your glory / on the peoples who are living in the shadow of death, / as 
you did long ago, / when our Lord Jesus Christ, the Sun of Justice, / came among 
us from on high.’31

When he spoke at the consistory where he was elected pope, Francis alluded to 
the patristic metaphor of the church as moon that we saw in Origen.32 He returned 
to it in a homily on the feast of the Epiphany in 2016:

The Church cannot illude herself into thinking that she shines with her own 
light. Saint Ambrose expresses this nicely by presenting the moon as a metaphor 
for the Church: ‘The moon is in fact the Church … [she] shines not with her 
own light, but with the light of Christ. She draws her brightness from the Sun 
of Justice, and so she can say: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in 
me.”’ (Hexaemeron, IV, 8, 32)33

Jesus and the sun

The metaphor of Jesus as the Sun of Justice invites us to attend to both poles 
of the comparison: to Jesus Christ the Just One (Acts 22.14) and to the sun. To 
understand what it is for him to come with healing in his wings, we turn most 
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particularly to the gospel accounts of his ministry, as well as to the other pole of 
the metaphor, the physical reality of the sun. In the words of Ambrose of Milan, 
‘when you behold it, reflect on its Author. When you admire it, give praise to its 
Creator. If the sun as consort of and participant in nature is so pleasing, how much 
goodness is there to be found in that “Sun of Justice”’.34 For poet Patrick Kavanagh, 
a shaft of sunlight can be a place where God gives teaching.35

We cannot look at the sun directly, given the danger of retinopathy, and we 
perceive it as it illumines objects of our attention. In 1911 the poet Rupert Brooke 
asked Virginia Woolf, ‘Virginia, what is the brightest thing you can think of?’ ‘A 
leaf with the light on it’, she replied.36 Cultivating an awareness of sunlight in daily 
life can become a simple spiritual practice. Seen obliquely or indirectly, sunlight 
gives a hint of the splendour of the all-seeing and invisible God who, since Old 
Testament times, has been described as shining like the sun. Aquinas spells out 
some of the import of the metaphor in characteristically clear terms. God is 
continuously at work in the life of each person, causing them to be ‘justified’, just 
as the sun causes the air to be lit during the day.37 The Sun of Justice is always active 
– it is never night for him – but we are not always able to receive his grace because 
of the obstacles put in its way.38

Holistic justice

With poverty, inequality and environmental degradation increasingly obvious, 
there is a widespread desire for justice and healing. The Christological symbol 
of the Sun of Justice coming with healing in his wings could not be timelier. The 
Hebrew word for justice was translated into Greek and Latin sometimes as justice, 
sometimes as mercy. For John Milton, humankind will find grace ‘in mercy and 
in justice both, / Through heaven and earth, so shall my glory excel, / But mercy 
first and last shall brightest shine’.39 In church Latin, the word iustitia is always 
closely linked with the idea of salvation40 and the Sol Iustitiae is also the Sun of 
Salvation where salvation is to be understood broadly as embracing the physical, 
the cosmic and the eschatological, as well as the spiritual. At the same time, Pope 
Francis suggests that ‘while it is true that the word “justice” can be a synonym for 
faithfulness to God’s will in every aspect of our life, if we give the word too general 
a meaning, we forget that it is shown especially in justice towards those who are 
most vulnerable: “Seek justice, correct oppression; defend the fatherless, plead for 
the widow” (Isa. 1.17).’41 This emphasis favours opting for the wording ‘Sun of 
Justice’ rather than ‘Sun of Righteousness’.

Justice in the church

We saw how, for Ambrose of Milan, the soul of the Christian should be like a church 
building – a single undivided space without internal walls, with a window to the 
east so that, symbolized as the sun, God could look in.42 Perhaps this metaphor of 
the Sun of Justice streaming into an open space that fills with light could also be an 
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image of a church renewed in addressing the crisis of sexual abuse and cover-ups, 
seeking justice and healing through transparency and accountability.

When it comes to the injustice of women’s voicelessness in the church, however, 
there is a particular difficulty. Insofar as solar symbolism is gendered, it is usually 
in terms of male metaphors (the use of Aztec solar warrior symbolism to express 
Christ’s saving work would be a good example).43 The mysterium lunae, the ecclesial 
lunar symbolism referred to by Pope Francis, can be called feminine in character, 
but applies to the whole church, and not to women as such. While solar symbolism 
can be combined with unquestionably feminine imagery such as that of Christ 
compared to a hen gathering her chickens, as we saw in Hippolytus,44 sun motifs do 
not provide resources for directly addressing the voicelessness of women. A more 
promising strategy is to look to gospel narratives where women have a voice and 
bring about the shining of the light. In the Fourth Gospel, it is Mary Magdalene 
who, at dawn, is the first to see and speak with the risen Lord. Subsequently, ‘Mary 
Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she 
told them that he had said these things to her’ (Jn 20.18) – hence, her traditional 
title Apostola Apostolorum. Earlier in the Gospel, in Chapter 4, a Samaritan woman 
has a robust exchange with Jesus: ‘How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a 
woman of Samaria?’ ‘Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, 
and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?’ Returning to the city, she recounts 
what Jesus has said and asks, ‘He cannot be the Messiah, can he?’ Other Samaritans 
come to faith because of her testimony, and, in the Greek Orthodox Church, she 
is celebrated as a saint with the name Photine (luminous one) and Equal to the 
Apostles.45 Her exchange with Christ in a public place under the bright midday sun 
contrasts with Nicodemus, in Chapter 3, who speaks in private under the cover of 
night. However, the most effective utterances at the service of light on the part of a 
woman in John’s Gospel are in Chapter 2, at the wedding feast in Cana of Galilee. 
Mary, the mother of Jesus, induces him to perform his first sign, and his glory 
shines forth: ‘They have no wine.’ / ‘Woman, what concern is that to you and to 
me? My hour has not yet come.’ / ‘Do whatever he tells you.’

Restoring cosmic order

The spiritual, the social and the cosmic are often unconnected in our individualistic 
and relatively acosmic Western Christian culture. The concept of ma’at or justice 
that Israel absorbed from other religions and integrated into the cult of Yahweh is 
the opposite of such uncoupling. Jürgen Moltmann describes the Mesopotamian 
god Shamash dispensing ma’at:

This righteousness is the cosmic order of the world and life, like the light of the 
sun. In the morning the divine righteousness rises with the sun and leads the 
country and the people along right paths. The person is righteous who guides 
justly; what is righteous is what is healthy; the person is righteous if he lives 
rightly. To live rightly can be said of plants, animals and human beings in the 
rhythm of the sun’s light.46
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This holistic notion of justice includes promoting justice and peace in the world 
and protecting the environment of our common home on earth, whether in 
political or social activity or in choices made as a voter or a consumer. The notion 
of justice as restoring right order – restorative justice – is also to be linked to the 
traditional spiritual concept of reparation. Working for justice can take distinctive 
forms in the lives of people who have limited direct impact on society and the 
environment. According to an anonymous Carthusian monk, the prayer of 
solitary contemplatives and the suffering of the sick can be works of justice. Prayer 
is efficacious and ‘for us monks, prayer for others is a sacred duty of charity, and 
something that we owe in justice to the poor who are our brothers (St Thomas 
speaks of “spiritual alms”; I would rather say “justice”).’47 The prayer and fasting of 
monks make reparation – ‘to restore an order that has been disrupted by sin (our 
own sin, or the sin of those for whom we are praying). In this way, prayer becomes 
something more total, that engages our whole person, and takes on a greater 
existential weight’.48 The Carthusian author gives the example of a sick person who 
has been to Lourdes several times and has not been cured. They continue praying, 
with increasing openness to the will of God, and ‘what begins as a request for 
healing, can gradually become, through patience, a life offered in reparation’.49

Healing and conversion

The Sun of Justice comes with healing in his wings. In the ancient Mediterranean 
world, sun was associated with health. At the beginning of the Christian era, the 
poet Ovid has Apollo, god of the sun, declare to Daphne: ‘The art of medicine I 
gave the world. / And all men call me “healer”.’50 There was a Roman saying about 
health that could be translated ‘You can’t beat sun and salt!’51 In the contemporary 
world, the dangers of excessive sun-exposure have often obscured the importance 
of natural light and sunshine, and the associated circadian rhythms, for human 
health and flourishing.52 Overall, the sun is both a resource for health and a 
potential threat. Malachi is read today in a time of ecological crisis when the sun 
is a matter of life and death. Unless human beings take care of their common 
home on earth, the sun and its heat will be a curse bringing life-threatening 
global warming. On the other hand, solar power could be a blessing. In his novel 
Klara and the Sun, Kazuo Ishiguro depicts a futuristic dystopia where perennial 
questions about loneliness and love play out in a world of constricted emotions 
where intelligence is boosted artificially with life-threatening procedures. For 
Klara, pollution is evil and the sun a nourishing healer. She is a solar-powered 
android capable of childlike love and of self-sacrifice. When she prays to the 
sun to heal her sickly human charge Josie who could be paying with her life for 
her artificially enhanced intelligence, it seems that perhaps the prayer is being 
answered. The sick-bed scene where the sun shines on Josie and she recovers is 
central to the novel like McGahern’s graveyard scene in That They May Face the 
Rising Sun: ‘So, for the next few moments, we all remained in our fixed positions 
as the Sun focused ever more brightly on Josie. We watched and waited, and even 
when at one point the orange half-disc looked as if it might catch alight, none of 
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us did anything. Then Josie stirred, and with squinting eyes, held a hand up in 
the air. “Hey. What’s with this light anyway?” she said.’53 Rather like John Quinn 
in McGahern’s burial scene who concludes that it would almost make you think, 
Josie’s mother has the final word: ‘Okay, let’s assume nothing.’54

The image of solar healing in Christian symbolism has roots in the Bible. For 
Isaiah, ‘the light of the sun will be sevenfold, like the light of seven days, on the day 
when the Lord binds up the injuries of his people and heals the wounds inflicted 
by his blow’ (Isa. 30.26). The culmination of Christ’s work to bring healing and 
justice was on the Cross:

He could not launch God’s kingdom of justice, truth, and peace unless injustice, 
lies, and violence had done their worst and, like a hurricane, had blown 
themselves out, exhausting their force on this one spot. He could not begin the 
work of healing the world unless he provided the antidote to the infection that 
would otherwise destroy the project from within. This is how the early work of 
Jesus’ public career, the healings, the celebrations, the forgiveness, the changed 
hearts, all look forward to this moment.55

We saw in the last chapter how the paschal mystery, in its different dimensions, is 
described with metaphors of light and sun. In the fifth century, Theodoret of Cyr 
describes the saving effects of the resurrection: Christ ‘rose like a kind of sun for 
us who were seated in darkness and shadow, freed us from sin, gave us a share in 
righteousness, covered us with spiritual gifts like wings, and provided healing for 
our souls’.56

Returning to our key verse, Mal. 4.2, with its promise of solar healing, the 
fact that it is sandwiched between two verses, 4.1 and 4.3, can only ‘provoke a 
disturbing uneasiness in the modern reader’57:

4.1 See, the day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all 
evildoers will be stubble; the day that comes shall burn them up, says the Lord of 
hosts, so that it will leave them neither root nor branch.

4.3 And you shall tread down the wicked, for they will be ashes under the soles 
of your feet, on the day when I act, says the Lord of hosts.

What are we to make of these verses? Disconcertingly, the text contrasts the lot 
of Malachi’s readers and that of evildoers whose fate is spelled out in verses 1 
and 3. How are we to read the entirety of 4.1-3? I suggest that the curse of being 
burnt to a frazzle and trodden underfoot is not to be applied exclusively to others 
as retribution for their faults but is to be read as the other side of the coin of the 
promise made in 4.2. ‘See, I am setting before you today a blessing and a curse’ 
(Deut. 11.26). A divine judge is a consuming fire, and there is no healing without 
conversion. Just as Francis of Assisi’s Canticle of Brother Sun was sung to effect a 
change of heart among the warring factions of Assisi as well as to console Francis 
himself as he was dying, Mal. 4.2 is to be read as a challenge as well as a promise.
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Conclusion

While the metaphor of sunlessness, of the sun not shining, captures a felt lack in 
the recent experience of believers and unbelievers alike, the ancient Christological 
title of the Sun of Justice crystallizes traditional solar symbolism with the promise 
of integrating the cosmic, the ecological and the spiritual in a sustained focus on 
the person of Jesus Christ, the Light of the World.
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Christian solar symbolism

Where it came from

We return to the questions raised in the Introduction. First, where did Christian 
solar symbolism come from? It had its origin in biblical themes, such as an invisible 
God who shines, mediated particularly by expressions freighted with meaning, 
such as Anatole/Oriens (the Rising Sun, the Dawn, the East) and ‘Sun of Justice’, 
and in the natural phenomena of light and sun. It was not a simple transfer of 
pagan mythology or imperial ideology. In the first centuries of the Christian era, 
the gospel entered a culture that was markedly solar in its interests and provided 
fertile ground for Christian light and sun motifs. Symbols and images from Greco-
Roman culture such as the halo or the mandorla were applied to Christ, just as 
features of the sun god Shamash were taken over and applied to Yahweh in the 
Old Testament.

Why it weakened

Our second question was: why did the impact of this symbolism weaken? When 
Christianity spread widely in the late Roman Empire, the church took measures to 
guard against a perceived danger of sun worship. We can think of the fifth-century 
Pope Leo berating the Christians of Rome for reverencing the sun on entering 
St Peter’s. Charles Taylor remarks that even with necessary reform movements, 
a price is paid, and they can end up crushing or side-lining ‘important facets of 
spiritual life, which had in fact flourished in earlier “paganisms”, for all their faults’.1 
What was sidelined was a link between faith experience and the cosmic reality of 
the sun and its light. This process of loss continued in various ways in the Latin 
West, with a decline of symbolic sensitivity and the development of an ‘acosmic 
humanism’. In the modern era, technological developments such as electric light 
contributed to a detachment from natural cosmic cycles of light and darkness, 
with spirituality often taking an introspective turn.

C ONCLUSIONS
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In the modern Western church, there has been a marked interest in darkness, 
cloud and night, describing aspects of inner experience. Darkness and cloud have 
a prominence that is disproportionate, when put alongside the pattern of light, 
darkness and sun imagery in the Bible. This is partly due to the poetic genius of 
John of the Cross and his fascinating symbol of the Dark Night, even if his focus 
on night seems to have been part of a wider cultural shift in the early modern era. 
In a later development, the metaphor of sunlessness employed by people as diverse 
as Friedrich Nietzsche, Thérèse of Lisieux and Philip Larkin captures aspects of an 
age Karl Rahner termed a wintry season. The image of sunlessness points to a need 
for something new symbolized in the coming of the sun. Christian sun symbolism 
is still accessible. As Jamesie says to Patrick Ryan in the graveyard scene in John 
McGahern’s That They May Face the Rising Sun that we saw at the beginning of this 
book, ‘You never lost it, Patrick.’

How it can be revived

As to our third question, how to revive the symbolism, we need to think and 
make choices – in the words of John Quinn, another of the characters in John 
McGahern’s graveyard scene, ‘It’d nearly make you start to think.’ Introspection, 
esoteric practices and personal or liturgical orientation do not offer a way forward. 
But there are strategies to retrieve the freshness and force of patristic and early 
medieval sun symbolism, and to find a symbolic balance of light and darkness, 
day and night, that is closer to that found in the Bible. I suggest five strategies 
centring on: (1) the Book of Scripture; (2) the Book of Nature; (3) liturgy and 
prayer; (4) natural light as a theological resource; and (5) the Christological title 
Sun of Justice.

Five strategies for revival

The Book of Scripture

Light and sun in the Bible are not synonyms, but they are closely linked, as 
we see in the first pages of Genesis. In the Bible as a whole, light is a primary 
symbol for God, and the sun is a secondary ancillary symbol. The two senses 
of darkness we examined are also secondary symbols. In the relative dualism 
of the New Testament (as distinct from absolute dualism such as those of 
Zoroastrianism or Manicheism), articulated most particularly in the Johannine 
writings, anti-divine darkness is sin and ignorance and the opposite of the 
divine light. In Exodus, however, there is a divine darkness that is effectively an 
aspect of the divine light as dazzling or blinding. This second sense of darkness, 
what we can term good darkness, was not taken up in the New Testament as a 
major theme but was explored by Origen, Gregory of Nyssa and Dionysius the 
Areopagite. It went on to feed into the symbolism of darkness, cloud and night 
so prominent in the modern West, but without a countervailing attention to the 
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secondary symbol of the sun. In a nutshell, if we want to do justice to the overall 
biblical teaching on light and darkness, we need to give the sun and its light the 
attention it merits.

The visual culture of the ancient world two millennia before Thomas Edison’s 
lightbulbs is a hermeneutical key that helps us understand what the biblical authors 
meant when they spoke about light. People lived in more intimate connection 
with the realities of sunlight and daylight. The sun was such an awe-inspiring 
phenomenon that a resounding No to sun worship was necessary. It was created by 
God and fulfils his purposes, providing light and serving humans by determining 
the rhythms of night and day – ‘By him’, as Francis of Assisi puts it, ‘you give us 
light’. The sun, especially as it rises at dawn, is presented as a symbol for Christ, 
and sunlight is a divinely revealed image of the God who cannot be seen and yet 
‘shines’, most particularly in the face of Christ. The title Sun of Justice from the 
Prophet Malachi expresses how God brings justice, right order and healing. Taken 
up in the early church and still occupying a significant, but unnoticed, place in the 
prayer of the church, it is ripe for revival.

The Book of Nature

Traditionally the Book of Scripture is read alongside the Book of Nature. The 
Bible helps us ‘read’ the physical sun differently, and attention to the natural 
phenomenon of the sun and its light can help us appreciate, for instance, what 
it means to say in Lk. 1.78 that the Rising Sun has come to visit us. Gertrude 
the Great and Thomas Traherne point to the potential of simple exercises of 
observation and awareness. We look at a few concrete examples. The bright 
shining light of the sun, which no human being can view directly, gives a hint 
of the inaccessible light where God dwells. Sunlit scenery and spaces, and 
the sun shining on plants or buildings afford contemplative opportunities in 
ordinary life. Light shining through a crevice or chink is a natural symbol of 
the God of the Old Testament who cannot be seen but who ‘shines’. Moreover, 
our natural response to the warmth and beauty of sunlight is at once spiritual 
and biological. Physical light, whether presently experienced, remembered or 
anticipated, is a natural symbol of the divine. As Francis of Assisi put it, ‘Of 
you it is the sign.’

Whereas for fifth-century Romans the sun could represent a temptation to 
idolatry, today it could be an antidote to the technologically fuelled polytheism 
analysed by Pope Benedict. The physical phenomena of sun and light are divinely 
revealed symbols of the divine, and our gaze is to be directed outwards towards 
them. We might see this as part of a wider strategy of extroversion advocated by 
Pope Francis. Recollection and self-examination in ‘discernment’ are harnessed 
in an orientation outward to other human beings and to creation. ‘High’ culture, 
such as Dante’s Divine Comedy or Hagia Sophia, is there to be exploited but the 
principal place to access the symbol of light is universal, everyday experience. In a 
perspective of faith, the sun also shines even when it is absent. Physical darkness 
and gloom and the various forms of urban darkness indicated by Carlos María 
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Galli point to the Sun of Justice at work despite all appearances, in a way accessible 
only in faith.

Liturgy and prayer

The texts of the eucharist direct us upwards to the heavenly world, beyond the sun. 
There are frequent references to light but little solar imagery in the Mass texts. The 
extra-biblical idea of praying to the east, to the rising sun – ad orientem – is not in 
the Roman Missal, never having attained a secure place in Western practice. We 
are directed, rather, upwards to where God dwells in unapproachable light. In the 
texts of the Liturgy of the Hours, on the other hand, there is abundant sun imagery. 
This is where biblical and traditional solar motifs are presented to nourish the 
Christian life. Technological developments such as dedicated computer software 
make a form of prayer that was largely the preserve of priests and religious readily 
accessible to all. Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament with the sunburst monstrance 
is also a point of insertion into the traditions we have been studying. In daily life, 
the simple practice of saying morning and evening prayers has been an essential 
part of Christian life for two millennia, anchoring the person in the rhythm of 
night and day. Given the role that natural light has played in the construction of 
Christian churches, it would be wise to give sunshine and natural light, divinely 
revealed symbols of God as they are, their rightful place in the design of churches. 
La Sagrada Familia Cathedral in Barcelona shows that epiphanic architecture of 
light need not be the preserve of past eras.

The natural theology of sunlight

In the words of Mircea Eliade, ‘it is of the greatest importance, we believe, to 
rediscover a whole mythology, if not a theology, still concealed in the most 
ordinary, everyday life of contemporary man’.2 As we see for instance in hymns of 
Ambrose of Milan, the bodily experience of the light of the sun can itself be an 
experience of Christ. This opens new avenues for a theology that is more concrete 
and contemplative, along the lines of the ‘natural theology’ described by Alister 
McGrath.

The metaphorical character of most Christian light and solar language is 
theologically significant, helping us avoid confusions and cul-de-sacs, such as 
searching in introspection for light phenomena, or looking to esoteric practices 
to see what would otherwise be invisible. Rather, we should emulate the creativity 
shown in the design of Irish and Anglo-Saxon high crosses, with Pierre de Bérulle 
and his spiritual appropriation of Copernican cosmology, or in the successful 
inculturation of Christianity in the world of the Aztecs. A creative recasting of 
solar symbolism in the light of scientific developments, in a new cultural situation, 
is called for. Contemporary chronobiology underpins the physiological and 
psychological importance of sunlight for human life. Contemporary cosmology 
reveals a universe of unimaginable expanses of time and space, and the 
extraordinary phenomenon of our common home on the planet earth, with its 
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anthropic ecosystem, revolving around its sun. New theological and devotional 
possibilities open. The earth’s sun and its light – local, temporary and anthropic in 
an unimaginably vast expanse of time and space – is a distinct locus theologicus, a 
place to look for theological data.

Jesus Christ the Sun of Justice

In the visual culture that produced the light imagery of the Bible and within which 
this imagery was understood in the premodern world, there was a distinction 
between light and sun, but they were more closely associated than is the case today. 
The physical reality of sunlight is a hermeneutical key for appreciating Christian 
light symbolism, rich but largely dormant solar metaphors, and neglected 
christological titles such as New Sun, Spiritual Sun and True Sun. Among these 
titles, Christ the Rising Sun (Luke 1.78) and the Sun of Justice (Mal 4.2) have the 
clearest biblical warrant. If we want to select a single title as a focus for a revival 
of solar symbolism, I suggest the Sun of Justice because of its threefold personal, 
social and cosmic/ecological reference.

On our ‘common home’ on earth, the sun has always inspired awe, but in the 
perspective of Christian faith it takes on a domestic character, so to speak. It is awe-
inspiring (‘Sir’) but a member of a local family of creatures (‘Brother’). The sun is 
‘Sir Brother Sun’. Francis of Assisi’s Canticle beginning with the words ‘Laudato 
sì’ was a call to repentance and conversion. We are invited to attend anew to ‘Sir 
Brother Sun’ who is there for us but who, unlike water or air or earth, does not 
need our care, and to biblical voices such as that of Malachi that so captivated early 
Christians. This may help us negotiate in faith a wintry time in Christianity in the 
‘developed’ Western world, beset by numerical decline, divisions and scandals, in 
the confident hope that spring will come. Such a spring can only be a renewed 
encounter with the person of Jesus Christ who is depicted in the Eastern Anastasis 
icon coming in radiant light to those in darkness and the shadow of death:

But for you who revere my name the Sun of Justice shall rise, with healing in his 
wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall.
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