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Pointing to the Light
The Christmas story we all know and love gives witness to the centrality of Jesus, the Christ.  Every year we put up the manger scene and combine aspects of the story taken from Matthew with dimensions from Luke and act them out in the Christmas pageant.  In this way, we know Jesus is important and the Son of God because of how he came to be born.  
But in Year B we have a problem.  Neither the Gospel of Mark nor the Gospel of John has a Christmas story.  How do we come to know who Jesus is when we can’t use the Christmas story to show his specialness?  Mark and John have no shepherds coming to see the child, no stars leading wise men from the east, no flight into Egypt to escape a jealous and ruthless ruler, no donkey carrying a pregnant teenage mother to a distant ancestral town, and no Joseph being turned away at the door of a crowded Inn.  

The Gospel of John has a different way of showing us who Jesus is.  The writer begins with the witness of one man.  I quote, “There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.”  In the Gospel of John, the first witness to Jesus is John the Baptist and “he came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him.”  Instead of a mysterious star moving through the heavens and coming to rest over a cradle containing a baby, here we have John the Baptist pointing to Jesus himself as the light.  Two verses before this, in the prologue, using N.T. Wright’s translation, we read, “Life was in him, and this life was the light of the human race.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”  What an Advent message of hope!  “Life was in him, and this life was the light of the human race, and the darkness did not overcome it.”   
I believe every word of that compound sentence.  Life was and is in him and this life was and is the light of the human race.  He is the light because he shows us the very character of God.  “God is light and in him is no darkness at all.”  Contrary to much dark religion in many forms throughout the world, the God revealed by Jesus has no darkness at all.  He is full of life and there is no death in him.  None!  
Last Sunday during communion, Anan, a Buddhist from Thailand was sitting in the second row and Tom was dismissing each group with a blessing.  Tom found himself pondering how could he pronounce God’s blessing, centering on Jesus, and include Anon even though he had not taken communion and did not think of himself as Christian?  Then it hit Tom:  what Jesus did shows us the character of God.  If God’s character is love and forgiveness; it doesn’t matter who the recipient of that love is, it would be the same.  In this sense Jesus is the light of the human race.  
In the Gospel of John, God sends John the Baptist to testify to the light.  The word “testify” is a legal term and the writer of John uses it to prove that Jesus is who he says he is.  So instead of birth stories to convince us of the unique role Jesus plays in history, we have the legal witness of John the Baptist, Jesus’ great forerunner.  
Right away the text disclaims any rivalry between Jesus and John.  The text says, “He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.”  There is no competitive dissension between the two leaders.  John makes clear that he knows his place.  He is the one who points to the Messiah, the coming one, but he is not that one.  The wisdom of scripture knows that rivalry kills community and in John’s gospel not only does John not rival Jesus but Jesus himself does not rival God.  They are in absolute unity with Jesus totally doing the will of his father.  And followers of Jesus are to be in the same unity with Jesus as Jesus is with God.  This is how conflicts and divisions are dealt with before they develop.  When all are striving to do God’s will, like Jesus strove to do God’s will, struggles for dominance can’t happen.  
The writer of John’s Gospel wants it very clear that we follow Jesus and no other.  He is the center of the community.   It is Christ that unites us and to the extent that we loose track of that, we fall apart and community suffers.   
We tried to think of a contemporary example of someone who both announces and gives witness to the One coming.  We thought of Ed Mc Mann paving the way for Johnny Carson (perhaps not so contemporary) where Ed always said, “Here’s Johnny,” throwing his arms toward the door from which Johnny then emerged.  The show wasn’t about Ed McMann.  It was about Johnny Carson.  And here the metaphor breaks down, for Johnny didn’t enter the scene, shoulder up the sins of humanity, and then allow himself to die at humanity’s cruel hand.  Johnny was a leader but not to the point of suffering death on a cross.  Only Jesus, as an act of leadership and discipleship, deliberately joined the millions of scapegoats history has created and vindicated them.  This is another way in which he is the light of the world.
Another example of paving the way fell into our laps this week.  Here at Trinity, our church, workmen were installing new doors in the sanctuary.  The man in charge of finishing the doors prior to installing them had done a magnificent job.  The mahogany finish shines with exceptional love and care.  On Thursday I discovered the story that adds even more value to those doors.

The man finishing the doors was once a discouraged boy raised by a single alcoholic mom in poverty.  His name is Stephen and his biological father abandoned them at Stephen’s birth.  Stephen, having no advocate, had trouble in school.  The other children picked on him and not being able to afford nice shoes and new clothes his poverty made him an easy target.  
By the time he reached the seventh grade he had an acne problem and bad breathe because no one had taught him to brush his teeth.  That was also the year the class bully, Chuck, began to harass him.  Chuck had a black belt in Karate and threatened him constantly.  Stephen lived in fear, isolation and shame.

In the eighth grade two things happened.  Stephens’s mother married a man willing to become a stepfather the boy, and Stephen met Ross, a friend who became an advocate.

The stepfather, though addicted to drugs, was a good man.  He was on the boy’s side and a positive influence.  He taught Stephen the value of hard work, a value Stephen uses daily as a craftsman and painter and we see the evidence in the mahogany doors themselves.

Ross, the friend, reminds me of John the Baptist.  He could bench press 300 pounds as a freshman in high school.  To me, that makes him strong, like John.  He also had an amazing way of looking at down trodden people—people who were picked on and ridiculed the most and befriending them that was unusual.  

One time Chuck, the bully, issued yet another challenge to Stephen to meet him after lunch to have it out.  Stephen, whose self-esteem was rising now that he had advocates and who was tired of this, had decided to take him on.  Ross gave him a pep talk and said” you can do it.  You can take that guy.  You will do fine” and he gave him an ice-cream cone as a pre-victory trophy.  How’s that for support to an eight grader?  Sometimes peers know best what is needed.
Now, thirty years later, Stephen says, “That was the kind of guy he was.  He was very generous and he taught me to give.  He would give you his lunch money if you didn’t have any.  Pretty remarkable for somebody that age.” Ross became a kind of peer mentor to Stephen and stood by him through those difficult teenage years.

Stephen has been thinking about Ross and how important he had been to him because Ross died three weeks ago of a heart attack at age 42.  His body had really never recovered from a motorcycle accident Ross suffered when he was seventeen and someone ran a red light. He died three times on the operating table after that accident and his life had been hard since.  It didn’t seem fair to Stephen that Ross’ life had been so hard when Ross had done so much good for him.  
Ross was Stephen’s forerunner; the one who paved the way and straightened the path.  Since his death Stephen has poured his grief into the mahogany doors at Trinity United Methodist Church.  Those doors are full of sorrow, gratitude and mystery and you can see it if you know how to look.  
I suspect there have been “Ross’” in each of our lives and maybe some “Stephens” waiting to be championed.  May each of us see the ways we have been given to point to the light.  Amen.
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