‘The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.’
Sermon by Rev Allister Lane

11th December 2011
1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 

John 1:6–8, 19–28

Some weeks ago I talked with the children about the stained glass window up there of Jesus and the children. 
I shared with them about the meaning of that window and how the special coloured glass forms a picture of who Jesus is. It tells us something about our faith. 

We have a number of stained glass windows here at St John’s, but most of the windows are not stained glass at all. Most of the windows are clear. All these windows along the side (on this level and upstairs) are clear. 
What might this say? 
It might say that this is Presbyterian Church.  As clear glass is no doubt cheaper than stained glass, it might be ‘Presbyterian prudence’ that accounts for this choice. 

However, there could also be theological grounds for all these clear windows. 
Maybe these clear windows suggest: in this place we welcome God’s bright light of truth and clarity into our lives of worship.

Our Reformed emphasis on the centrality of God’s Word recognises the importance of seeking to understand God’s truth for ourselves, as we 
· explore the Bible and 
· worship together around 
· the Communion Table and 
· the water of Baptism.

The clear windows may be a symbol for us of inviting God’s light to shine upon us.

Looking around, we can see we also have electric lights in here. These lights offer imitation sunlight to brighten the room, and enable us to have services at night. Such technology is highly practical – and certainly not limited to use here in our place of gathered worship. Our lives are filled with practical innovations that are developed for convenience. 

Street lights; heat pumps; imitation flowers (not that we’d ever see those in here!); artificial turf for playing sport; wood-patterned Formica; electric/synthesised music; as well as rapidly developing ‘virtual’ technology that allows us to imitate real experiences.
It’s all fake! What’s left?!
All these examples are of technological innovations that we easily recognise are imitations of the real things. 
But could it be that even the sun, which is our most basic and primary source of light, isn’t the real thing?
The sun is not in the same category as these other things, it is not something we had any part in developing; it is without patent and copyright. The sun is a given, a constant, and (as Galileo pointed out) is a fixed point around which we orbit.
And yet, the Gospel of John reveals the theological truth that the true light is something else. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world, from outside the physical universe. 
Beyond the greatest understanding we have of the most potent examples in nature: the sun, the stars, the supernovas – the true light comes into the world revealing something wonderfully new for us all.
In the Gospel reading we hear people asking John if he was the ‘real thing’. 
John had gained quite a following, and those who were curious about where God’s power and purpose might emerge wanted to know if he was the real thing. Was God’s will for humanity located in this strange ‘Baptizer’ in Bethany across the Jordan...?

What this passage from the first chapter of this Gospel makes most clear is who John ISN’T.

Is John the Messiah? No.

Is John Elijah? Nope.

Is John the prophet? Nope.

This emphatic denial by John is actually an unusual way of shifting the emphasis toward another person.

In recent weeks, both before and after the General election, we’ve heard politicians position themselves in relation to their colleagues. There are contenders for leadership positions, but also those who want to emphasise they are not contending the party leadership. At times it can be difficult to follow the current positions of politicians as they play political power games.
But in today’s Gospel it is clear: John is not contending the leadership.  
“...the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” (v27)

Our location as a church, St John’s, is in the heart of a busy city, and every day (sometimes several times a day) sirens wail past this place. The sirens make a way for police, fire service, and ambulances through the city streets.
In this sense they are similar to John, whose role it is to make a noise to prepare the way for the one coming behind him. 
John is the first person mentioned in this Gospel, and has already begun his public ministry, but with genuine humility John says of himself: 
“I am only a voice”.

John points our attention to another – quite literally. 
Standing in that region in Bethany across the Jordan, John sees Jesus coming toward him and declares: 
“Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world” (v29)
And so the Gospel tells us John “himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.” (v8-9)
This true light, enlightens everyone, and so in this season of Advent we are invited us to examine ourselves, ...and to be examined.

What parts of our lives might we need God’s true light to shine into?  
Where is there darkness that needs exposing? 
Are there secrets we keep hidden from people, which we’ve perhaps fooled ourselves that we are keeping hidden from God? 

What is it that we haven’t been honest with God about? 

What do we need to own up to about ourselves?

Likewise, what might the true light of God reveal about any of our fake living or our fake attitudes?

What are we ‘playing pretend’ with?

At Christmas time do we distract ourselves away from the true light of God coming into the world? Do we fill our Christmases with gifts, good food, and surround ourselves only with the people we like? By doing so, might we block out the true light of God which comes to change and transform our world?

For the true light of God doesn’t come just to expose our guilt and regrets. 
In Jesus, the Spirit of God ministers to us, bringing healing and wholeness.
Jesus said: “I came not to judge the world, but to save the world.” (John 12:47)
As well as exposing darkness and fake living, the true light comes to the world as a human baby, exposing the fullness of our wonderful humanity. 
The true light illuminates our creativity, humour, spontaneity, joy, and our great capacity for love.

As we come to share in Communion this morning, we remember Jesus’ birth – the true light coming into the world. We give thanks for how his presence has transformed the world. 
In Communion we also expect the presence of Jesus in this shared meal, and his Holy Spirit who sustains and ministers to us, bringing healing and wholeness as we anticipate with great hope the completion of God’s promises when Jesus comes again.
In Communion we remember what has happened, but also what is happening today. The true light has both come and is coming into the world.

The words of a hymn we use occasionally expresses this conviction:

Be still for the power of the Lord is moving in this place

He comes to cleanse and heal, to minister his grace

In Communion, God’s grace and mercy are given, our faith is nourished, and our imaginations are stirred to perceive the work of God and the true light which illuminates the contours of God’s Kingdom.
This true light changes us and we are invited (like John) to be witnesses and testify to the light, directing attention away from ourselves and toward Jesus.

As we anticipate sharing in Communion together, I’ll conclude with two lines from the hymn we will sing at the conclusion of our worship this morning ‘Christ is our Light’:

the love of God among us, swooping low.

Christ be our love, bring us to turn our face

Amen.

