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John 1:29-42

1960 What?
“The next day (the day after Jesus’ baptism) John the Baptist saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”  What does that even mean?  How do you introduce someone who is in the process of “taking away the sin of the world?”  The One coming toward John on the day after the baptism is not changing history in some minor way, slightly altering the way history unfolds; he is changing it fundamentally, basically, forever.  At some profound level he is changing the world from negative to positive, from deep darkness to radiant light, from hate to love, and from violence to non-violence.  This is huge!  “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” The phrase ends with an exclamation point!  Do we believe him?  What does that even mean?
This Sunday is “Human Relations Day” in the United Methodist Church, a day when we recognize the right of all God’s children to realize their potential.  The special offering we take will benefit community development, voluntary services in distressed communities and youth offender rehabilitation programs.  The money’s given will teach and advocate for justice, especially among people struggling to survive on the margins of society. 

Tomorrow we celebrate Martin Luther King’s birthday.  Do these two events have anything to do with taking away the sin of the world?  Before you answer, I want to give you some background on my history and the history of our country.
I started high school in 1961 and graduated from college in 1969.  During those years the Civil Rights movement heated up and nearly boiled over, though I was only vaguely aware of it.  Martin Luther King, the speeches and marches, played in the background of my life like the distant and muffled trumpet you hear when adults speak in Charlie Brown specials on TV.  I guess I had my own problems and not much room left for someone else’s, or at least what I thought of as someone else’s.  
I was in my early twenties and in seminary before the emotional force of racism hit me.  By then Martin Luther King had been assassinated.  I got a job working for the Methodist Inner City Parish in Kansas City, Missouri and I was the only white person on their staff.  It was probably Human Relations Day funds that paid my salary.  The little church where we worshiped had almost no money and one light bulb dangling from the center of the sanctuary lite the space.   
I don’t know why they chose me.  Maybe I was the only applicant.  Or maybe it was the fact that I had a car and could drive them around as they did their work.  In retrospect their hiring me was a gift to me.  It softened me and stretched my heart.
The two other workers with whom I spent the most time assumed I didn’t know about suffering since I was white.  I didn’t know how to explain that I knew a lot about it and in some ways had suffered as much as they. My suffering was just in a different form.  They were right and so was I.  There had been suffering on all sides.  We just hadn’t learned how to talk to each other about it.  Neither side to this conversation had, as yet, discovered “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” in any meaningful way.  
When I went to work for the Methodist Inner City Parish, Martin Luther King had died just three years before and the young people with whom I worked were angry and saw themselves as Black Panthers.  The pastor to the church was Rev. Phil Lawson, younger brother to Rev. James Lawson, the one who invited King to Memphis. 
Rev. James Lawson, an advocate of non-violence, and very close friend to Martin Luther King was the United Methodist pastor who invited King to Memphis where he was shot to death.  Can you imagine how he felt?  He invites Martin to Memphis to help him lead the Sanitation Workers Strike and he is killed on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel.  In retrospect King’s martyrdom became inevitable when he came out against the War in Vietnam but James Lawson couldn’t see it then.  He was devastated and Phil spent a lot of time helping him through it.  That’s one of the reasons why he was away so much during my time at the Methodist Inner City Parish.  I hadn’t realized these historical connections until doing research for this sermon.  
As you might expect, the discussion at the Methodist Inner City Parish on how to achieve social change, whether to use violence or continue with non-violence, was intense and not academic.  And believe me, the rest of the Missouri West Conference of the United Methodist Church was watching.  Within a year they cut all funding to the Methodist Inner City Parish when Rev. Phil Lawson went to Hanoi, told soldiers on both sides to stop killing women and children since they too were the oppressed and this was broadcast over Radio Hanoi.  The good people of western Missouri saw this as disloyalty.   
Now I want you to do me a favor.  I want you to put yourselves into the shoes of these hurt, dismayed and angry young people in the inner-city of Kansas City as you listen to the song “1960 What?,” written and sung by 43 year-old Gregory Porter, who would have been born about this time and now is a rising star in the jazz world.  Gregory Porter grew up black in Bakersfield, California, and his mother was a minister there. I sense a spiritual depth to his songs and have become one of his fans. The words to the song are printed in the bulletin.  I will play the first six or seven minutes of this 12 minute musical meditation.
“1960 What?”

By Gregory Porter

1960 what 1960 who.

Hey the Motor City’s burnin y’all

That ain’t right.

There was a man, voice of the people,

Standing on the balcony of the Lorraine motel.

Shots rang out. Yes it was a gun.

He was the only one to fall down y’all.

That ain’t right.  Then his people screamed!

Ain’t no need for sunlight

Ain’t no need for moonlight

Ain’t no need for streetlights

Cause it’s burnin’ real bright.

Some folks say we gon’fight

cause this here thang just ain’t right.

1960 what 1960 who

Hey the Motor City’s burnin y’all

Great God the mighty, the Motor City’s burnin’

Young man coming out of a liquor store,

With three pieces of black licorice in his hand y’all.

Mister police man thought it was a gun,

Thought he was the one,

Shot him down y’ll

That ain’t right.

Then his mama screamed!

Ain’t no need for sunlight

Ain’t no need for moonlight

Ain’t no need for streetlights

Cause it’s burnin’ real bright.  Some folks say we gon’fight,

cause this here thang just ain’t right.

1960 what 1960 who.

Martin Luther King followed Jesus and his life ended as Jesus’ did.  When John the Baptist referred to Jesus as “the Lamb of God” who takes away the sin of the world was he thinking of a sacrificial lamb?  And if so, in what sense?  It was our violence that killed Martin.  Was it our violence that killed Jesus?  Could it be the Lamb of God is sacrificed to our violence?  Is it possible the sacrifice was designed to show that we are the ones who want blood not God?  
All along we have systematically misunderstood what it means for Jesus to be “The Lamb of God.”  We thought Jesus was sacrificing himself to appease God and let us off the hook.  That made God a monster but we didn’t mind.  But what if we are the monster and when we killed “the Son of God” our violence got exposed so that even we can see it?  What if violence and its threat has always been the power behind the throne and we just didn’t want to see it?  

When Martin was killed a whole lot of people screamed, “That ain’t right….some folks say we gon’fight.”   But cooler heads said “no, don’t fight”.  Don’t kill!  Wait for the Holy Spirit instead!  Wait!  Wait!  Abide were Jesus abides.  Remain with him until the wave of desire for revenge has crested and spent itself in foam and fury.  
The gospel writer carefully tells us when the Holy Spirit came to Jesus.  Jesus had just come up out of the water when the spirit descended and it didn’t just touch him and leave, it stayed.  It remained with him.  It never left.  And being like a dove, it was a spirit of gentleness, weakness, peace and profound wisdom.  
This Holy Spirit is the spirit of God showing us what God is like.  It always wants what is best for us and advocates on our behalf when the lynching mob in our heads and those in the world around us want blood; whether it is ours, our neighbors or our enemies.  When we are baptized by the Holy Spirit we find ourselves beginning to want to show the world what God is actually like.  We find ourselves pointing toward Jesus who is coming toward us and saying with John the Baptist, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!  This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks ahead of me because he was before me.’”  
This is the beginning of the church.  Andrew hears John say this, finds his brother Peter, and together they become Jesus’ first followers.  May we do the same!  Amen.
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