3 Advent – Sermon

The Reverend Kate Cress

December 11, 2011

John 1:6-8,19-28

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.

This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, "Who are you?" He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, "I am not the Messiah." And they asked him, "What then? Are you Elijah?" He said, "I am not." "Are you the prophet?" He answered, "No." Then they said to him, "Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?" He said, "I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, `Make straight the way of the Lord,'" as the prophet Isaiah said. Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. They asked him, "Why then are you baptizing if you are neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?" John answered them, "I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal." This took place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing.

Digging through cookbooks this week to prepare for the holidays, an index card fell out and I could see it was my grandmother’s handwriting. Across the top, the words “Recipe for Hospitality.” Now this caught my attention. Glancing down the list of “ingredients,” some were expected: Good food. Of course! Always make people feel welcome. Naturally! Start traditions. Great! And weird items specific to my family like, “Laugh, don’t cry, when the potatoes burn.” This refers to my grandmother always talking while she cooked so that things inevitably burned and sometimes actually caught fire. And here’s one of my favorite ingredients in the Recipe for Hospitality. The card reads, “Believe it’s special, and it is.”  I know that might sound obscure, but my grandmother scrawled a helpful little note in the margin on this one. She wrote, “When I was a girl we were poor. But my mother had me convinced cornflakes and bananas for dinner was the most special treat.” 

Well, that idea, “Believe it’s special and it is special,” got me thinking about the recipe for hospitality here at Church of Our Saviour. The Altar Guild has been on my mind, especially. Last Saturday was their big annual clean-up. They started at Cupper’s Café (not cleaning – just drinking coffee), giving everyone a chance to catch up and map out assignments. Then, to the church, and I know these women worked extremely hard polishing brass, scrubbing pew kneelers, and in so many, many, ways beautifying this church. The ladies of the Altar Guild could think of cleaning the sanctuary as a dreaded chore; but instead, they approach the work with joy. Despite members struggling with colds, asthma, and exhaustion, they scrubbed on all fours and polished for hours. With joy. 

Why? Why is unglamorous and exhausting work, for them, an exercise in joy?? I’m back to my grandmother’s recipe: “Believe it’s special, and it is special.” Carried along by their love of God and one another, the Altar Guild cleans the church as a sign, a way of saying to all of us that that Christ is in this place. As a way of saying he is central to our lives and he lives among us. A clean church is a sign of welcome and hospitality. If this place were a pigsty, it would send a very different message. You could say members of the Altar Guild, like John the Baptist in today’s Gospel, are messengers, because, like John the Baptist, they tell us about Christ’s presence in our lives. John did it by baptizing people, and telling them about Christ’s coming. The Altar Guild does it – tells us about Christ, points to Christ – by making his house warm and beautiful and inviting.  The smell of Murphy’s Oil Soap, the gleam of brass, greens on the altar and wreaths on the door, these are signs of welcome.

Isn’t it amazing that simple actions say so much? “Believe it’s special, and it is special.” You could say that John the Baptist himself was no one special. Not a Temple leader. Not a powerful person. He didn’t even get cornflakes and bananas for dinner – he ate bugs and wild honey. Yet, the priests and Levites from the temple in Jerusalem heard about him, the impact he was having, and they traveled all the way out to Bethany, far outside the city, to challenge his authority. How dare he baptize people. Twice they ask, “Who are you?” and then, “What do you say about yourself?” which I hear as, “Who do you think you are?” Back in those days, social status was all-important. People wanted to know: were your parents respectable people? And, what town were you from? The answers to these two questions pegged you as high or low status, important or a nobody. So the religious leaders press John, challenging him to state where he gets his authority: Are you the Messiah? Elijah? The prophet? No, no, and no, he says. John is poor. He is staying in Bethany, which means “House of the Poor.” In the other Gospels he seems to live in the wilderness. But we know from the opening words of this passage in the Gospel of John, who he is and why his work “counts.” It reads, “There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.” Sent from God. That’s the source of John’s authority. It’s not the traditional kind of authority – it’s the holy kind. And the Gospel continues, “He came as a witness, to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him.” That’s John’s job. To help others come to believe.

And you could say that’s the Altar Guild’s job, too. And that’s the job for each and every one of us. To help others come to see. To testify to the light of Christ. But how?  Well, we do it by telling how we see God among us. Pointing the way. Like John, showing others, “Look! God is coming. God is here. And here. And here. See the light!” 

All of us who knew Gerry Fontaine, our friend who was killed in a tragic accident last Sunday, knew he was a witness to God’s light in the world. As a newcomer to Somerset, I have been hearing dozens of “Gerry Stories” this past week, stories of how this simple and humble man, a lot like John, seemed sent by God to show us the light of Christ. To testify to the light. Gerry’s whole life, it seems to me, was a pilgrimage, one long walk in which he learned to live his life fully, genuinely, and generously, like the homeless pilgrims we talked about and prayed for earlier this fall. And Gerry’s walking, weaving in and out of all our lives, across towns and churches and workplaces and families, his journey….that was Gerry’s way of testifying to the light. Telling the rest of us about the presence of Christ in our lives.

Here’s how it works. In today’s reading we hear, “There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify to the light…” John is a witness sent to tell the people that Christ is coming. And then along comes Jesus – God actually and truly among us. The light John predicted, living among us. And Jesus taught his followers -- and teaches all of us still – to be the light with him and for him. To be, as Martin Luther said in the 1500s, “little Christs,” helping to fill the world with light. And just as John was sent by God to tell the world about Jesus, Jesus sends US to tell the world the same. Near the end of the Gospel of John, Jesus tells us we too will be signs, sources of light, with the words: “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 

And guess what? I am back to that Recipe for Hospitality, which is really so much more. Hospitality is kindness and welcome and care. Heartfelt hospitality expresses the Christian life at its deepest level. And so that ingredient on my grandmother’s recipe for hospitality comes to mind again: “Believe it’s special, and it is special.” We humans are invited by Jesus, sent by Jesus, to be lights to the world. If we hear this call, we are changed. We become bright, bright lights. In Advent we are called to see the light and be the light for others. To fill the world with light. And if we do, if we believe it’s special, we see the truth: it IS special. Cornflakes with bananas – a feast. Polishing brass - holy, holy work. And Gerry’s lifelong pilgrimage – a masterpiece of faith. Amen
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