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"In the Light of God”

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 & John 1:6-8, 19-28

I remember titling my head back and looking out the back window of our car as grandpa drove beneath the Christmas lights that were strung across the street on our way home from Auntie and Uncle’s house.  I always looked forward to those moments when we would drive through the canopy of lights. I would squint my eyes and watch as the colors blurred and became muted into one another.


I was perhaps all of eight years old when I began to remember it would be not long after Thanksgiving that the businesses that served our farming community would dress their storefronts with Christmas decorations.  Once the storefronts were decorated they would begin the process of attaching strings of lights from the storefront of one building across the street to the storefront of another building.  

We knew once all the lights were hung in place the annual Christmas parade would soon follow.  The parade marked the arrival of Santa Claus on a fire engine.  As the truck made its way from one end of the street to the other, Santa and others on board the truck would toss candy into the hands of eager children.  I was among them.

After the parade ended everyone spend the evening shopping.  In almost every store music could be heard.  Many of the songs made little sense to me.  As the years went by it occurred to me that much of it made little sense to me - someone “dreaming of a white Christmas;”  “walking in a winter wonderland;” or “roasting chestnuts on an open fire.”


Despite all of the commercial activity surrounding Christmas, there was always something that fascinated me about the lights of Christmas.  Through all the glitz and glitter of the season I had come to realize that Christmas was, has always been and will always be about the birth of Jesus.

I was reminded of that truth once more while visiting with a family in Waiehu late in the week.  “Come,” the father called out to his three-year-old son, “sing for kahu.”

Without hesitation Kawika began, “Down in a lowly manger the humble Christ was born.”  His voiced would trail off as he struggled to remember the next line and when it seemed he had tried long enough to remember, he would skip to the second line of the chorus and end by abruptly singing, “Go tell it on the mountain that Jesus Christ is born.”

Twice after that Kawika repeated himself.  When I asked his father where he had learned to sing the song, he answered, “At his nursery school.”


Three-year-old Kawika was not only singing about Jesus.  He was in his own way bearing witness to the good news of Jesus’ birth.


Our reading from The Gospel According to John portrays John the Baptist as the forerunner of Jesus.  In other words before Jesus becomes known among the people, it is John who bears witness to the good news of Jesus’ coming.


While John the Baptist was sent from God, he was not the Word, he was not the life of the world, he was not the light.  Three times (John 1:6-8, 15), John is called “a witness.”  


While being interrogated by representatives of the religious establishment, he demonstrates that he has a clear sense of himself and of who he is.  Those who question him try to demean him by suggesting that because he is not Christ, Elijah, or a prophet, he had no right to baptize.

When asked, “Who are you?” John claimed no title or station.  He was not the Christ, or Elijah or anyone else.  

He made no claim for his baptism, neither as a means of being forgiven nor as a means of receiving the Holy Spirit.  Instead he insisted that he was simply “the voice of one crying in the wilderness” (John 1:23) – "Prepare the way of the Lord."

John the Baptist saw himself preparing the way for Jesus as the Messiah, the one who was anointed to “bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners” (Isaiah 61:1).  Our reading from The Book of Isaiah catches this spirit:  just as the prophet feels chosen and anointed by God to bring good tidings, to heal and liberate, so it is that Jesus was chosen and anointed to do the same. 

What has always fascinated me about the lights of Christmas is not the glitz and glitter but the proclamation that Jesus is the light of the world.  He is the light that shines through our darkest moments.


The people of Jesus’ time had a variety of expectations about the appearance of one or more figures who would bring the current age to an end.  The most common hope centered on the coming of a political messiah who would be a member of the royal line of David.  Elijah was also expected as a herald and there was hope for a revival of prophecy by a prophet like Moses.


If there is any hope for us in our current age, our readings caution us against relying upon any political messiahs or religious zealots.  Our hope is the one who is the light of the world.


A little over two weeks ago Alfred Anderson, the last surviving soldier to have heard the guns all silent along the Western Front during the spontaneous “Christmas Truce” of World War I, died on Monday, November 21, 2005 at a nursing home in Newtyle, Scotland.  (The Maui News, November 22, 2005, page A11).

He was 109 years old.  Born on June 25, 1896, Anderson was an 18 year old soldier in the Black Watch regiment when British and German troops cautiously emerged from the battlefield trenches that Christmas Day in 1914.  What had become an informal truce spread along much of the 500-mile Western Front.


The enemies swapped cigarettes and tunic buttons, played soccer amid the mud, barbed wire, and shell holes between their trenches.  

And they sang – Christmas carols.  Army commanders on both sides quickly became alarmed fearing that the truce would sap the will of the troops to fight.


Anderson said that he remembered the “eerie sound of silence” that Christmas morning.  For two months all he heard was the hissing and crackling of bullets and machine gun fire.  “The silence ended early in the afternoon and the killing started again.  It was a short peace in a terrible war.” (Op. cit.)

The next year brought the start of vast battles.  Sadly and tragically, 10 million lives were lost.  For a moment, for a time, the light shone in the darkness.


We know there is hope.  We know there is hope in the "one who is the light of the world."  We know there is our hope that “out of the darkness has indeed come a great, great light.”

Amen.
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