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Christmas is about knowing who is coming, and who is not.

We know this man as John the Baptist.  We know who his parents were, Zechariah and Elizabeth, and we know about the strange circumstances of his birth.  We know that he lived in the wilderness and he gathered around himself disciples, even though he dressed pretty strangely in camel’s hair and he ate locusts and wild honey.  We know that he made the authorities mad enough with his preaching that they had him arrested and eventually he lost his head.  But what is impressive about John is not all the things we do know about him, but the fact that he knows who he is and who he is not.  Who he is not is a key to this passage.  If you read the other gospels, you will notice that when John comes on the scene he is called John the baptizer or just John the Baptist.  But this gospel just says that a man came from God whose name was John.  Then in this discussion with the religious authorities we discover a lot about who John is not.  He is not the Messiah, he is not the prophet, he is not Elijah.  He knows who he is not
.
That’s an advantage John has.  He knows who he is not.  There is a long tradition among prophets of this self-knowledge.  Amos says, “I am no prophet or a prophet’s son.”  Isaiah says, “Depart from me for I am a man of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean lips.”  Jeremiah says that he is too young, “I am but a lad.”  But do we know?  Do we know who we are not?  It is sometimes a frustration because we think we should be all things to all people.  When he was seventeen and I was sixteen my brother Jeff bought a 1965 Mustang.  He was excited to have a car, but the Mustang had some problems driving up and down the mountains where we lived.  Jeff thought that the problems could be solved by dropping in a new engine.  That’s the term he used, he’d just “drop in a new engine.”  He rigged up a pulley system through the rafters in our garage and spent the next few weeks finding an engine and putting that new engine into the car.  Now when I got a my first vehicle, it was a 1952 Ford pickup.  There were a lot of things that needed fixing on that truck, but it drove ok even with the cracked window and the old transmission that needed double clutching.  Was I going to fix up that old truck?  When I was younger, believe it or not, I was in boy scouts.  Some of you remember that in scouts one of the things you get to do is participate in the Pinewood Derby.  This is when each boy gets a block of wood with some wheels and nails for axels and is supposed to carve his own model car which then are raced against each other.  Cars are also given prizes based on how they look.  As I remember the awards are for Most Original design, Best Overall looks, and one that is called Most Obviously Made by the Scout without help from anyone else.  If I got an award it was Most Obviously Made by the Scouts Little Brother during Kindergarten Finger Painting.  It was not good.  I’m not a great craftsman I discovered.  And I’m not my brother, so the truck and I just puttered along.  For a long time I felt guilty about all the things my brother or my father could do that I could not.  But I’m not my brother and I’m not my father.  Part of emotional maturity is coming to peace with who you are, and who you are not.  We can’t be all things to all people.

The same is true of a church.  We are not all things to all people.  We do some things well, but we don’t do everything.  We don’t always have enough people or enough funding or a large enough building to do everything, or it’s just not us.  What we do is to follow Jesus, and to try to follow him together as a faithful community.  But like John, we are not the Messiah, either.  That’s the problem with those bracelets and bumper stickers from a few years ago, “What would Jesus do?”  We know what he would do: he would feed the 5000 with a few loaves and fish, he would walk on water, he would heal all who came to him and he would raise the dead.  We are not the Christ.  The better question for us is “What would Jesus have us do?”

David Bartlett from Columbia Seminary tells of a time when he had a parish and the session got a mailing from the Billy Graham Crusade.  The clerk started to toss the letter in the trash, saying, “We’re Presbyterians, we don’t believe in evangelism.”  And maybe there is none of us who is called to be Billy Graham and we know we are not him.  But do we know who we are?  John knew.  The very beginning of this gospel says that John was not the light, but came to bear witness to the light.  We may not all be evangelists, but we are all witnesses.  Each one of us as individuals, and we as a community are called to witness.  A witness tells what he or she knows, or tells what has happened to them.  That’s what we do.  This last Thursday night we welcomed into the church anyone who would come in, not to increase our business through wassailing, but to witness to all who came that they are welcome in the name of Christ.  Because Christ has welcomed us.  In a couple of weeks the world is going to wake up on Christmas morning and run to see what is under their tree and sit around sipping coffee in their robes watching the kids play with their toys and wondering if they can wait ten more minutes before putting the ham in the oven.  But because this year, Christmas day also falls on the Lord’s Day, we will be here for Sunday worship, probably with fewer people than were here lighting candles the night before, but witnessing by our presence that Christmas is about the coming of Christ into our world, not just about presents and trees and Santa and Christmas ham.

John is not just an evangelist, he is a witness.  Later in this gospel one of Jesus followers goes to his friend Nathanael and tells him about this man Jesus.  When Nathanael questions him, Philip said to him, “Come and see.”  That what we are all called to do, just to say, in whatever way we can, “Come and see.”  From 1921 until he died, the Swiss theologian Karl Barth kept over his desk a copy of a painting by Matthias Grunewald.  In that picture the crucified Christ hangs in the center and to one side stands John the Baptist with his hand pointing to Jesus.  Barth said that John was his model for himself and really for all Christians, that no matter what we do we should keep pointing to Christ.
We are not the light, but as Edith Wharton said, “There are two ways of spreading light; to be the candle, or the mirror that reflects it.”  
That’s who we are.  We’re not the light, but we are the mirror.

