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Being Witnesses to the LIght
INTRODUCTION - Who are you?

The priests and Levites were sent from the Pharisee party to ask John - the one we call “the Baptist” - one of the simplest, most essential questions:  Who are you?  How you and I come to answer that question has a huge impact on how we orient our life.

According to John, the Gospel writer, John came to testify to the light - the light that was Jesus, the Messiah.  According to John the Baptist, when these messengers peppered him with questions, he replied that he was the one prophesied by Isaiah, the voice crying out in the wilderness to prepare the way of the Lord.

How would you describe who YOU are?  What is your purpose?  What were you sent here by God to do?

SITUATION - Self-definition:  I am / I am not

Notice that John’s description of himself has elements of both who he is and who he is not.  No, I’m not the Messiah.  No, I’m not Elijah, coming back to earth. No, I’m not the long-expected prophet who Moses - over 1,200 years earlier - had said that God would raise up, who would speak everything that Yahweh commanded (Deuteronomy 18:15-22)

Well, then... who are you?  What do you say about yourself?!?  Tell us!  It was then that John said he was the voice mentioned in Isaiah 40:3 - a voice crying “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”

COMPLICATION - Wrestling with our own identity and purpose

Here’s the thing:  We don’t get to say - “Well, I’m not John the Baptist, called to tell people to repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of their sins.  And I am certainly not Jesus!  I’m not the Savior and the Messiah” - so I’m free!  Well, we ARE free - free in Christ.  And that means we get to wrestle with our calling, with why God has sent us to be on planet earth for a certain number of years.  We’re all called.  We’re all called to walk in Jesus’ ways.  We’re all called to love, as Christ loves us.  We’re all called to serve, and reject the top-down, power-over ways of the world.  Every single one of us has a calling from God - not just those who are called to ordination.  That is a very specific, a very narrowly defined calling.  You have a vocation, too, because God is calling you into service.

And so, we all get to wrestle with what that particular calling is.  And while we are wrestling with the details, God keeps putting people in our lives, and saying in one way or another: Love this person!  God keeps making us mindful of the ways that our planet is hurting, and says:  Love the earth!  God keeps making us mindful of people whose lives have been torn apart through violence or natural disaster or oppression or prejudice or addiction or illness, and says:  Welcome and love this person!

GOOD NEWS - We are witnesses to the light, too

What is true is that we are called to be witnesses to the Light, too - the Light that is Christ.  In a world that’s in love with violence and darkness... in a world where evil still exists... in a world where people get off the track in pursuing wealth and fame and power and the latest technology, you and I are called to be people who say, “See this right here?  This is the Light, right here.  This is the loving, healing presence of God in the world.  Come to this Light.  Seek this Light!  And you will find rest for your souls, and you will find New Life!”

Yes, the good news is that God loves us and believes in us and calls us - you, me, and us as a faith community - to be witnesses to the Light.  And... I’ll let you in on another surprising truth:  God also calls us to be the Light!  Jesus said as much, according to Matthew.  “You are the light of the world... let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.” (Matthew 5:14, 16)

TESTIFYING TO THE LIGHT

I want to go back to testifying to the light for a few minutes.  Julia and I were privileged to be able to have a vacation in Mexico last week.  Part of that time was spent in the second home of Sam Pottinger and Gail Palmer in Sayulita.  We were joined by our best friends, Roger and Sue, for part of the time.  We have been friends for over 30 years.  Roger and Sue are amazing godparents to our children, and we are godparents to one of their grandkids.  Anyway, here are just two examples of seeing the light i Mexico.

One day Julia and I were sitting on the beach, listening to the waves, reading our books, and we both looked up about the same time.  Just in front of us and a few yards to the left was a very attentive father, with a little girl who looked to be about 18 months old.  She was wearing a very colorful striped suit and had the cutest little light blue cap on her head.  I said to Julia, “Our children would never keep a cap on at that age.”  The dad was wearing a black baseball-style cap.  They walked down to the water’s edge, hand-in-hand.  She felt the warm water coming over her toes.  Then then walked up to a wall separating a house from the beach.  The man put his daughter up on the wall.  Holding his hand, she walked along the top of the wall.  When she came to a higher post that was in the way, he lifted her around it, put her back on the wall, and then they continued walking.  Then they came back to the beach.  I stopped watching for a minute.  When I looked up again, they were playing the “hat exchange” game.  The little girl took her little cap and put it on her dad’s head, where it balanced precariously.  

Then papa put his big hat on the girl’s head.  She took it off and put it on her dad’s head.  He took off her cap from his head and put it back on her.  They went back and forth like this for two or three minutes.

That is the Light!  The Light of love... the light of a parent really being with their child... the light of sharing and delighting in each other.  There were no other people in their world - just father and daughter.  I thought of taking a picture, but I realized, “No, this is their life, their private moments.  I don’t need to document everything that I see.  Just sit here, Pete.  Be in the moment.  Enjoy this with Julia.  Enjoy the heck out of these moments.  Just observe and take it in.  And give thanks to God.”  That night I had a dream with the father and daughter doing the hat exchange.  God said to me in the dream, “Peter, you could preach about this.  You don’t need to document everything.  Just be present.  Observe.  Receive the gift.”

Another thing that happened in Mexico was a mystery to us at first.  We were near the plaza in Sayulita one evening, eating dinner, and suddenly loud fireworks were jolting us out of our conversation and almost out of our seats.  We looked a few yards a way and there was a big procession in the street, with a flatbed truck in front.  A man dressed in a beautiful costume of red and white, looking at a beautiful woman.  They were followed by scores of people dressed in white, holding candles, and a brass band, and they were all met by a priest out in the street, who asperged them with water before they all filed into the Catholic Church, which was directly across the street from where we were eating.  What was all this?

That night, when we got back to our residence, Roger did the Google thing.  It was the 9th of December, the anniversary of when the Virgin Mary - the Virgin of Guadalupe - made an appearance to a local peasant near present day Mexico City... in 1531.  The peasant, who eventually took the name Juan Diego, went and told the local bishop that Mary had appeared to him.  The bishop was not convinced.  There needed to be evidence.  Three days later, Mary appeared to the peasant again, and this time roses were blooming.  The man took the roses to the bishop, and where the roses had been against his chest, there was an outline of Mary’s face.  The bishop was convinced, a church was built on the spot, Juan Diego eventually became a saint, and Catholicism has been rocking in Mexico ever since.  And we just happened to go to Mexico on the four nights that the festival was being celebrated.  And man, they celebrated - with a procession through the streets of Sayulita, and the brass band and candles and fireworks and costumes  and singing and dancing and clapping in church and worship every evening.

That is the Light, too! 

A couple of days before we came home from Mexico, our friends who were watching our dog, Sophie, contacted us.  Sophie was not well - throwing up, not eating or drinking, having accidents in the house.  Oy!  Sophie turned 14 two months ago and has been going downhill for the past 6 months or so - kidney disease.  

Our friends were amazing, taking Sophie to our vet where she received fluids and was stabilized for a day or two.  But we arrived home and were almost immediately faced with a big decision, one we’ve never had to make before, as this is the only dog that we have ever had.  Was Sophie even going to make it until Hannah came home for Christmas?  Was it time to say goodbye?  Clearly we needed to do something while Hannah was home.  About the time we got Sophie, Hannah was going through some “mean girl” stuff at school.  Sophie just loved Hannah up one side and down the other, and Hannah did the same.  It was kind of like the hat exchange on the beach, but between a two-legged being and a four-legged one.   In the last few days, the people at our vet have been amazing, our friends who have more experience with dogs have been amazing, including some of you.

Hannah came home yesterday.  And a couple hours after she got home, we had some people come to the house - some very helpful, compassionate people. They helped us say goodbye to Sophie.  We all gathered - Hannah and her new boyfriend, Brendan, Zach and Jordan, Julia and me.  And we said goodbye to this amazing, loving, incredibly loyal dog who was also my running buddy for over 10 years.

There was so much Light yesterday, in the very midst of our tears and our grief.

CONCLUSION

Who are you?  What has God called you to be and to do?  Where do you see God showing up in the world?  How are you testifying to the Light?  How are you being the Light?

These are some of the important questions of Advent.


