The Third Sunday in Advent
December 14, 2008
Text:  John 1:6-8, 19-28
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

An old Wednesday night ritual has returned to my life!  I’ll go home after confirmation class is over, pop a big bowl of popcorn, and sit down to watch Law & Order.  It had been off the air for a while, but just returned a couple of months ago.

I like it because there’s not much violence and gore; what little there is is confined to the opening two minutes, and you usually don’t see the crime itself, only its after-effects.  Then the rest of the show is all about the police and the District Attorney’s office working together to build a case.  And a very important part of that case is always the witnesses:  somebody who saw the truth of what happened and is willing to speak the truth.
Our Gospel story this morning, too, is about a witness:  John the Baptizer.  To be honest, the whole Gospel of John emphasizes the importance of witnesses.  That word, witness, appears only twice in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke – but appears 33 times in the Gospel of John!
A witness, of course, has two functions:  you first witness an event; then you witness to others about that event.  In a court of law, a witness cannot give hearsay evidence.  Whenever a witness begins telling what others know, the opposing lawyer will always interrupt:  “Objection…hearsay.”  A witness can never testify to what others know to be true.  It has to be something she knows is true.  A witness has to be able to say, “I know.”

  that’s the Greek word for witness which appears in our Gospel text 4 times.  That’s where we get our word martyr….that is, someone who has died for the faith.  But do you understand?  One does not become a martyr just because one dies; rather, they first were the , the witness; then they were put to death because they had witnessed.

Allow me to read the first couple of verses of our Gospel, using our English word witness wherever the Greek word  or its variations appears:

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

Can there be any doubt that witnessing is our theme for today?

And John the Baptist is our model of what a witness should be.  You all know my favorite theologian is Karl Barth.  In Barth’s study he had a copy of the 16th-century painting of the Crucifixion by Matthias Grunewald right above his desk….it shows John the Baptist off to the side, the far right side, but his arm is extended and his long, bony finger is pointing to Jesus on the cross.  The clip-art figure of John on our bulletin cover this morning is an imitation of that:  John, the perfect model of what a witness should be:  one who points to Christ.
You and I, too, like the John the Baptist, are called to be witnesses pointing to Jesus Christ.  How do we know that?  Well, notice that our Gospel reading begins with this claim:  that John was sent from God.  And later in the Gospel of John, Jesus will tell his disciples – and us, too! – As the Father has sent me, so I send you!  

Or, if you want to zero in on the biblical story that clinches the fact of our being called to be witnesses to Jesus Christ, just look at Act chapter 1 – the story of Jesus’ ascension to heaven, where he tells his disciples  – and us! – point-blank:  You are my witnesses!

You and I are like John the Baptist.  We are called to be witnesses to Jesus Christ.  Like the well-known hymn that Frances Havergal, wrote:
Lord, speak to us, that we may speak

In living echoes of your tone;

As you have sought, so let us seek

Your straying children, lost and lone.

I’m a witness.  Do you want to know what my qualifications are to be a witness?  Well, first you have to read through the Bible at least once….you have to take a special class offered only by a certified witness-preparer….oh, baloney!  That’s about as far from the truth as could possibly be!

My qualifications to be a witness are the same as yours!  The simple fact that I am needy, that I am a sinner, that I have from time to time magnificently screwed up my life, but yet I, like you, have experienced the wonderful , forgiving grace of God!

To be able to witness to this grace you have to be a sinner.  God’s calling of men and women to be his witnesses is always a calling of sinners.  Why?  Because we are called to proclaim the free grace of God, and that kind of a proclamation only sinners are able to speak credibly and authentically!

Want a recent, in-the-news, example of a Christian witness? You probably heard about the fighter jet that crashed in San Diego this past Monday.  The pilot was able to eject to safety, but the crashing plane destroyed the home of a Korean immigrant, Dong Yun Yoon, taking the lives of his wife, his two daughters, and his mother-in-law.  
And what is the response of this Korean Christian?  To initiate a lawsuit against the Air Force?  No.  He prays for the surviving pilot!  “I pray for him not to suffer for this action.”  And that makes Dong Yun Yoon a witness, pointing to Jesus Christ, who also prayed for those who had wronged him.

Just like John the Baptist!  Who pointed away from himself, his long bony finger pointing instead to Jesus Christ, the Light of the world!  Did you notice that from our Gospel story?  Priests and Levites come out from Jerusalem, asking John, “Who are you?”  And what does John reply?  “I am not the Christ.”
Well, then, are you Elijah?  “I am not.”  

Are you the prophet?  “No.”  

So then, who are you?  “I am just a voice…”

I am not the Word made flesh, John says.  I am not the Christ, the light of the world.  I am just a voice.  I am God’s megaphone.  

As St. Francis of Assisi put it so well:  “We are moons, reflecting the light of the sun.”  The source of our light is Jesus Christ; you and I merely reflect his light onto others.

Do you young people think that you are exempt from this call to be God’s witnesses?  That you’re too young, that being a witness is something only for adults?  Think again.  Let me tell you about Kendall Ciesemier.  When she was 10 years old she was watching an Oprah special on AIDS orphans in Africa, especially moved by the story of a 12-year-old girl who had lost her parents to AIDS and was now caring for three younger siblings.
Kendall, now 15, says, “I thought, How can anybody do that?  My mom was sitting there crying, but I was thinking, You can cry, but I’m going to do something about it.  She did an online search for “AIDS orphans in Africa,” found a World Vision’s website, where she learned she could sponsor a child for $360 a year.  She rounded up her birthday and Christmas money and part of her savings, stuffed $360 into an envelope, and told her parents:  “I’m sponsoring a child.  And don’t ask me a lot of questions, because I want to do this all by myself.”

Six months later, Kendall needed a liver transplant.  Just before being admitted to the hospital, Kendall had an idea:  rather than collect the usual sickbed assortment of flowers and teddybears, why not ask people to donate to AIDS orphans instead?  She set up an organization – KidsCaring4Kids – and donations started pouring in.

After successful surgery, she recruited friends, held bake sales, set up lemonade stands, sold T-shirts.  And in October, 2006, they reached her $60,000 goal.  Oprah herself took notice.  Working secretly with Kendall’s parents, they arranged a surprise assembly at her high school, where former President Bill Clinton was the special guest.  At the end of that assembly, Clinton was calling her name, beckoning her to the stage.  Clinton said he was taking her to Chicago – right now – to be a special guest on Oprah’s show.  Two hours later she was on national TV, sitting between Oprah and Clinton, telling viewers about KidsCaring4Kids.  Then Clinton announced that an anonymous friend had just written a check for $500,000!
And what does Kendall say about it all?  “When you totally give yourself up to be a tool for God and let Him work through you, He listens.  And He does it.”  Kendall is a witness.

Let me tell you now about another witness, famous in American history, from back in the mid-20th century.  In fact, he wrote a book, which he titled simply, Witness.  He was mainly a secular witness, testifying in a famous trial back in 1948.  But his witness was also his witness to God – what he came to call, “the ultimate witness.”

The author?  Whitaker Chambers, who back in the 1930’s had been a member of the American Communist Party.  He left the party after reading a book, an exposé by a Russian who had managed to escape from one of Stalin’s slave-labor camps.  At that time in his life, Whitaker Chambers was not a Christian.  He wrote:  I denied the very existence of a soul.  But I said, this is evil, absolute evil.  Of this evil I am a part.
So he left the Party.  But he began asking the question, What is lacking in Communism?  And he eventually began arriving at an answer:  can it be God?  He quotes Father Henri de Lubac, a Jesuit French priest and cardinal, one of the outstanding theologians of the Second Vatican Council; de Lubac said:   It is not true, as is sometimes said, that man cannot organize the world without God.  What is true is that, without God, he can only organize it against man.
At this point Chambers began to pray every day.  He writes:  I cannot say I then believed in God.  I sought God.  And then he had a profound experience of God – something similar to Martin Luther King, Jr.’s experience a couple of decades later:  a distinct voice telling him, If you will fight for freedom, all will be well with you.  

Chambers writes in his book:

I did not seek to know God’s will.  I did not suppose that anyone could know God’s will.  Nor did I ever regard myself as an instrument of God.  I only sought prayerfully to know and to do God’s purpose with me.  And I did not suppose that those words, “All will be well with you,” implied my happiness, for I never supposed that what man means by well-being and what well-being means to God could possibly be the same.  They might be as different as joy and suffering.  I only knew that I had promised God my life, even, if it were His will, to death.  This is my ultimate witness.

The famous case at which Whitaker Chambers was the star witness, was, of course, the Alger Hiss Case.  But, as he has said, his ultimate witness is to God.
Will you, too, stand up and tell God’s story?  Will you, wherever you are planted, testify in all you say and all you do, to the light that has dawned?  Because, you see, the Christ Child who is born among us is not only a gift; he is also an assignment, a task.  He is the Light of the world, but he needs his witnesses, somebody who will reflect His light, somebody whose whole life says to the world, “Look, do you see what I’ve seen?”
