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Let us pray: God of grace and mercy, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be received by you, held close in your care, and may we be moved to respond boldly in your name, O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer. Amen.

On the cover of this morning's bulletin we have an image of the three Magi, reminding us of the story from Matthew's Gospel of the three kings who, upon following the star, bring gold, frankincense, and myrrh to the baby Jesus in the manger.  The story tells us of the first manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles and this is the "typical" gospel lesson for Epiphany, but John did not read this text for us this morning.  There has been no error on the part of our lay reader, or on the preacher of the day for that matter, rather I want us to look at what the prophet Isaiah and the Evangelist of the Gospel of John have to say to us- still in the midst of Christmas, as we celebrate Epiphany. Plus, one commentary I came across stated, “The mind is taxed beyond capacity as one reads the words of John in the prologue to his Gospel!” For anyone who’s made a new year's resolution to engage Scripture more fully, or to wrestle with more challenging passages from the Bible, this might be the sermon for you!

Epiphany comes from the Greek meaning, “to manifest” or “to show,” and it celebrates the revelation of God in human form, Christ's shining forth in the world. It is the lifting of the veil, a revelation of hope, truth, love, and grace entering the world. Our gospel text from the prologue of John also celebrates Christ in human form, the manifestation of God in the world as both human and divine. John takes us way back, before the manger and the star, before the shepherds keeping their flock by night. John is not telling us the story of Jesus’ birth as Matthew and Luke do.  John is not telling us of the travels of the three kings who bear witness to the birth of our savior.

The Gospel of John uses language that is rich in symbolism and subtle shades of meaning. Irony and paradox are common in John; people often misunderstand what Jesus says, but in a way that opens up new meaning. Instead of speaking in parables and short sayings about the kingdom of God, Jesus speaks in long, difficult monologues about himself in relation to God and the need to believe in Jesus. The prologue introduces the central theme of the Gospel: the divine Savior has come into the world, has been rejected by many, but he has given eternal life to those who accept him. As one commentary states, “the Word becoming flesh is the decisive event in human history- indeed in the history of creation- because the incarnation changes God's relationship to humanity and humanity’s relationship to God. The incarnation means that human beings can see, hear, and know God in ways never before possible.”
 

The prophet Isaiah goes further by explaining the effect this light has upon our lives. Isaiah describes for us the light of God's glory, that when God's glory shines the people of Israel live and are a presence in the world. This is a message to a people who have walked in deep darkness from a prophet who has told of the coming of a servant who will be a light to the nations.
 “The text...moves Israel from darkness to light…from absence to presence, from despair to hope, from dismay to well-being.”


The prophet addresses his listeners with the imperative, “Arise! Shine!” This light that has come is both restoration and intrusion, but most of all it is an invitation to all of us who hear these words to lift our eyes, to allow our hearts to be filled with joy, to gather together and proclaim what the Lord has done. The poet is imagining a world in which those who have been forgotten are drawn back in to the community of God’s people. “The revelation, or epiphany, of Jesus Christ carries with it both the obligation of proclaiming the gospel and the strength needed for carrying out that obligation.”
 This light that has broken into our world and our lives once again both charges us to react, but also gives us the capacity to go forth as disciples.

German theologian Jurgen Moltmann shares a personal story on the meaning of Isaiah's message and the promise of the Christ child. Moltmann was in the midst of his secular education in the early 1940's when he was drafted by the German army and was sent to the front lines. In 1945 he surrendered to a British soldier in the Belgian forest and was confined as a prisoner of war until 1947.

It was in the POW camps that he was able to reflect on the devastating

nature of war, and it was also in these camps where he met Christian chaplains and was given the Bible to read for the first time. About this experience Moltmann has claimed, “I didn't find Christ, he found me.”

For Moltmann, the people walking in darkness receiving light was a profound message. “In 1945,” he says, “we were driven in endless and desolate columns into the prisoner-of-war camps, the sticks of the guards at our sides, with hungry stomachs and empty hearts and curses on our lips. But many of us then, and I was one, glimpsed the light that radiates from the divine child. This light did not allow me to perish. This hope kept us alive.”

He goes on to say, “We are accustomed to celebrating Christmas only in the heart and in the bosom of one’s own family. But the message of the prophet is a realistic vision, and what it talks about is a visionary reality. It is a message for the people, a message sent into the camps of the exiled, and into the slums of the poor. It is a word against the captains of the arms of industry and the fanatics of power. If we really understand what it means, it bursts the bonds of Sunday worship. For if this message really lays hold of us, it leads us to Jesus the liberator, and to the people who live in darkness and who are waiting for him- and for us.”


 Jurgen Moltmann returned to Germany in 1948 when he was 22- utterly transformed; he began is theological training, going on to receive his doctorate six years later. He is today one of the leading scholars on the theology of hope, believing that God promises to act in the future as well as the past, and that this promise does not allow us as followers of Christ to withdraw from the world in the belief that a better world will evolve on its own. We are called into active participation in the world in order to be a part of God's bringing about of that better world. We are called to be signs of transformation. The people who live in darkness are waiting for Jesus, waiting for us to move forward because of seeing and knowing God’s glory.

But most of us are ready to “get back to normal.” The holidays are past, the Christmas decorations are drooping and the dried tree must be hauled to the curb. We've visited with family and friends, sent greetings and pictures to those who are special to us, enjoyed a change in routine. Retail stores are certainly ready to turn the page as Valentine's candy is already filling the shelves! 

But, despite the fact that the 12th day of Christmas is not until Tuesday, most of us have the sense that it is time to get back to school, back to work; begin the new year with familiar habits and schedules. The church calendar fills back up again today with the book read, Arts Month for our Sunday school children, social justice forums, travel seminars and a new members' class just around the corner. But we fool ourselves if we think we can just go back to the ordinary, to the way we functioned before the intrusion of this child and the blinding light he brings into the world. We cannot ignore the light- God chose to live in humanity with us, in the midst of our pain and weakness and confusion.

And our words from Isaiah and from John do not allow us to return to life as usual. We are told to “Get up,” and “put our face to the sunlight,”
 that God's glory has risen upon us.

We may feel that Christmas is long past, but the work of Christmas, the work of turning our faces to the sunlight, is before us. With the light to guide us, we are to find the lost, seek out the hungry, rebuild nations and bring peace to the dark and damaged places.

Don Postema, who spent 34 years in campus ministry, has these thoughts to share in his book Space for God. “We are God’s images and imagers. We are changed into God’s likeness, transformed into God’s character. We are reflectors. ‘Glory’ has to do with reflecting, imaging, mirroring- as the moon reflects the sun. Praising and reflecting God is the goal of the spiritual life- of the human life…God is reflected in a people who live and love and laugh and talk and suffer and die in the sunshine of God’s grace. We are God’s self-revelation.”


John reminds us that Christ came into the world as flesh, full of grace and truth. “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory…full of grace and truth.” “From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” 

These verses in the prologue are the only point when the language moves from the narrative to the first person. Suddenly John tells us “we” have received this grace upon grace, this bottomless gift, and the Word as flesh has dwelt among “us.” “We” have seen his glory. This is not only John's way of asserting Jesus’ close relationship to God, but of emphasizing our close relationship to God in Jesus Christ. “For God is ultimately the source of grace, as outgoing beneficent love, and the ground of truth, as what is real and reliable as opposed to all that is false. Truth is God's saving, life-giving reality.”
 “Truth” is a characteristic term in John’s gospel, while “grace” is more characteristic of Paul’s writing. Of all the gospels, “grace” in this theological sense occurs only in John and only in the prologue. “Grace” is found nowhere else in John's gospel after verses 16 and 17. Christ came into the world as light and flesh, as grace and truth- for us. 

I recently finished Wally Lamb’s latest novel The Hour I First Believed. For those of us who are fans of Lamb’s work, we have waited 10 years for this book to be published, and I imagine at least someone here this morning is making his or her way through this 700+ page story, or waiting to do so, thus I promise not to be the spoiler! For anyone who has read even the briefest synopsis, you know this is a story that at times can be very, very, dark. It is full of sadness and tragedy, violence and loneliness, but is also full of hope. Lamb describes The Hour I First Believed as a “meditation on faith,” and a “fugue on the ravages of war.”
 He shares that he came to the title first, it is of course familiar to us as coming from the hymn “Amazing Grace,” and that the title led him to the story. We as readers find out through the course of the novel what the main character Caelum Quirk comes to believe, we discover the layers of darkness and light that lead him to the hour he first believed. In the midst of his own transformation, Caelum shows grace and truth to those around him, and finds it for himself as well. He serves to bring about transformation in others.

In Tim’s sermon on Christmas Eve, titled “Signs of Christmas,” he said we “want some evidence that God has, in fact, come among us, that God’s love and justice are at work on this old earth in spite of the way things are.” Isaiah and John not only proclaim that evidence that God has in fact come among us, but challenge us to respond as people of faith. Tim closed his words to us that Christmas Eve night by saying, “The love of God is born in a manger in Bethlehem, even as it is born into each one of us. Our job is to uncover the light and to let it shine.” 


The words of Isaiah and John certainly do not let us off the hook in thinking that this light still needs to be uncovered. The true light has come into the world and we have seen his glory. The Lord rises above the darkness and God’s glory is upon us.

There is opportunity for transformation all around us, within ourselves and within our communities. The light of this child has come into the world for all, not just those who are comfortable, well-fed, those surrounded by a support system and secure in shelter. God’s love and justice will be at work in the world through us, unless we hold fast to our own lights. Receiving this light we become new people, a people transformed, and entrusted with bringing about transformation. As Jurgen Moltmann said, “I didn’t find Christ, he found me.” Yes, the Magi have found Christ lying in a manger, but Christ has found us and enveloped us in blinding light that darkness cannot overpower.

Moltmann asks us this question: “on which side of the barbed wire are we living, and at whose cost? The people in darkness see the great light. To these people- to them first of all- the light shines in all its brightness. To these people the child is born, for the peace of us all. Do we belong to this people, or do we cling to our own lights? All the images the prophet [Isaiah] uses to paint the possible future points to one fact: the birth of the divine child. The burning of the weapons, the jubilation and the great lights are all caught up in the birth of God the peace-bringer.”

Christ has found us- but where and doing what? What are we in need of and what are we able to give? Has Christ found us getting back to normal, returning to the usual until Advent rolls around again? May Christ find us ready to be God’s transforming love and peace in the world- full of grace and truth. Amen.
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