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John 1:29-42
*The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the
sin of the world!3° This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks ahead of me because he was
before me.” 3' myself did not know him, but I came baptizing with water for this reason, that he might be
revealed to Israel.” 3> And John testified, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained
on him. 31 myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom
you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.” 3 And I myself have seen
and have testified that this is the Chosen One.”!
33 The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, 3¢and as he watched Jesus walk by he
exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” 37 The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed
Jesus. 3 When Jesus turned and saw them following, he said to them, “What are you looking for?” They said to
him, “Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), “where are you staying?” 3 He said to them, “Come and see.”
They came and saw where he was staying, and they remained with him that day. It was about four o’clock in
the afternoon. #° One of the two who heard John speak and followed him was Andrew, Simon Peter’s
brother. # He first found his brother Simon and said to him, “We have found the Messiah” (which is translated
Anointed). ¥ He brought Simon!“! to Jesus, who looked at him and said, “You are Simon son of John. You are
to be called Cephas”l¢! (which is translated Peter!®).

About ten years ago, the evangelical turned episcopal, writer and faith leader Rachel Held Evans, wrote
an op-ed in the Washington Post that chronicled her own journey. Evans who died tragically at the age of 37,
had this to say about her own winding journey of faith: ‘What finally brought me back, after years of running
away, wasn't lattes or skinny jeans (or the church’s online presence); it was the sacraments. Baptism,
confession, communion, preaching the Word, anointing the sick—you know, she reminds us, ‘those strange
rituals and traditions Christians have been practicing for the past 2000 years. The sacraments are what make
the church relevant (to the world), no matter the culture or the era. They don’t need to be replaced or
repackaged or rebranded; they just need to be practiced, offered, and explained in the context of a loving,
authentic, and inclusive community.

Rather than following a charismatic religious influencer, Evans found herself, ‘at age 33, kneeling next to
a gray-haired lady to my left and a gay couple to my right as we confessed our sins and recited the Lord’s
Prayer.” She continues, ‘No one’s trying to sell me anything. No one’s desperately trying to make the Gospel

hip or relevant or cool.” No one’s trying to reduce Christianity to cheerleading the politics of the moment or

living in a state of constant knee-jerk reaction to everything either. We are just joining together ‘in
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proclaiming the great mystery of faith—that Christ has died, Christ has risen, and Christ will come again—
which in spite of my persistent doubts and knee-jerk cynicism, I still believe most days.”

It is a haunting experience to walk through the cathedral ruins in St. Andrew’s Scotland. Part of what
makes it haunting is that the North Sea fog sometimes rolls in and you feel like you are walking around a
misty cloud. But another reason is that only about 1/3 of the fagade and the south end of the cathedral spires
are left standing. The story goes that after the Protestant Reformation, the cathedral fell into disrepair and
was abandoned and many of the stones of the majestic cathedral were taken by local townspeople who used
them to help construct their own homes. In addition, all statuaries and tributes to the saints inside and
outside the cathedral were dismantled and destroyed by the overzealous reformers and perhaps the citizens of
the town and local congregations who were whipped into a frenzy.

Perhaps that is a common refrain of reform movements that turn reactionary, swinging the pendulum so
far in the other direction that unforeseen consequences occur and things of value and people lives are
destroyed that didn’t really have to be. The reformers were suspicious of icons and relics and saints and
physical manipulatives that were somehow portrayed as magical or even divinely blessed, but their
zealousness led them to do more than discourage our human tendency to worship things that are not God; it
led them to destroy art and architecture and also fixtures in society that helped common people make sense
of their world and relate to God in their own common life and the challenges they inhabited. As a result of
this Protestant iconoclasm, the early post-Reformation churches, churches built and designed and
constructed after the Reformation were austere and plain. Gone were any statues or saints to distract us, gone
were stained glass windows or often times gone were any crosses or crucifixes. Gone were lots of pageantry
and procession and screens and physical barriers between clergy and laity. What was left were clear or milk-
glass windows, white or plain painted interiors, and at the center of everything was pulpit/scripture, font, and
table.

I’'m not sure this sanctuary would have completely passed muster in that age of Protestant architectural
austerity. Oh yes, and how could I forget, but many of the early reformers were not fans of pipe organs either;

in fact they were not fans of much in the way of musical instruments at all. All that was needed was the
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human voice offered up in response to the Word of God. In fact, if you are adventurous and ever make your
way to a Gaelic service in the Highlands or Isles of Scotland, much of the singing will be done unaccompanied
with a song leader chanting out the verse of the psalm (only psalms are sung) and the congregation then
singing back the response. Our Reformed forebears believed that the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Word of God,
the power of the Holy Spirit, did its best work auditorily, and that transformation of the heart occurred
through the hearing of the Word rather than through visual stimuli or other distractions.

Calvin’s definition of church still bears these marks where God’s Word is preached and heard, and the
sacraments administered. Rightly or wrongly, or maybe a little of both, the Reformers thought lives were
changed primarily through the ears: through the hearing of the Word. We ‘see’ the gospel first by hearing it
through the ears. The Reformers believed the heart was moved, transformed, lifted up to God first through
our ears before any of our other senses. Which makes our own reading of scripture and proclamation of it one
of the most central things but also one of the most countercultural things we do as a Christian community.
Especially in a culture where in the last five years, the average attention span has gone from a whopping two
minutes thirty seconds five years ago to more recently 10-30 seconds. Before you start fantasizing about 1
minute soundbite sermons I'd just like to remind you that Calvin often preached for more than 1 full hour
regularly in worship and that in Puritan New England where the length of sermons almost became a minister
spitting contest, sermons famously lasted on average 2-3 hours.

I remember having a bit of an anxiety attack during the pandemic when I realized that our tradition,
based on sitting in community reading scripture, proclaiming gospel, and worshipping together, was going to
revert to a visual medium, which none of us believed were our strength or even the primary way of being
Christian community together. On that note, I heard recently that the Vatican experimented briefly with an
online Al generated search engine for the general public who wanted to learn more about the faith, but shut
the whole operation down when the Al generated entity started acting like a priest and granted absolution to
everyone. That was the end of that...

I guess all this is to say that in Jesus’ interactions with the disciples in the gospel of John, there does not
seem to be a prerequisite to seeing him as Messiah and understanding exactly what we are getting into from

the beginning, but rather a willingness to start, a willingness to follow, a willingness to set out, and the seeing



and hearing for that matter, will happen on down the road after we have started following. In fact, what is
more true in our passage is not that these disciples can decipher and instantly understand that Jesus is the
Messiah, but rather that Jesus seems to be able to see them clearly, calling them out and beckoning them to
follow and when they do, seeing them clearly enough to name them and to see in them gifts they have that
will transform their lives, but more importantly transform others.

When [ was in late elementary school/early middle school, those in that age category in the church I grew
up in were part of what we called the Westminster youth choir, a sophisticated name for a bunch of truculent
3" through 8" graders who came to church once a week after school enjoyed some cookies and lemonade and
then practiced a song we would sing in worship 2-3 times a year. I was by no means the saint of this motley
choir and I recall giving our patient organist and leader some moments of frustration, but I was also not the
worst either. That behavior award went pretty much hands down to a 3 or 4" grader at the time named
Matthew. Matthew loved to be the clown, loved to drive us and our teacher crazy, loved to cause havoc while
we were trying to practice our music, and would talk and disrupt incessantly. [ remember even being
frustrated enough with Matthew’s antics that I tried to make him behave without much success.

What [ remember though from that whole experience was that our music teacher/choir leader, a former
kindergarten teacher herself, was, in my middle school looking back opinion, way more patient and
encouraging of Matthew than he deserved. In fact Matthew would go on to get some advanced degrees and
even teach music himself at a local high school. What I saw as a nuisance, a kid that couldn’t get it together, a
disruptive agent in our church youth choir, this choir leader saw as someone who had gifts, someone who was
musical in spite of his behavioral challenges, and probably someone who had not had an easy time at school
or with his own peers and needed someone who believed in him.

[ think that is what is happening here in John chapter 1. Jesus calls people the rest of the world is not all
that impressed by and sees gifts in them that they do not see in themselves and shapes them into more than
they might have ever become on their own or left to their own self-assessments or pursuits. And this activity
does not end in John chapter 1, but is just the beginning of God’s movement in the world, God’s vision of us,
God’s choice to see us through the eyes of Jesus Christ. There are a lot of other ways God could choose to see

us...only as we see ourselves...or even worse...only in our worst moments. Or God could only choose to see the



human success stories and reject everyone deemed less than success or unworthy. Or God could choose to see
us as willful, disobedient, incapable of ever getting it right. But John reminds us through the incarnation of
Jesus Christ and his ministry in gathering a community of disciples together, is that God chooses to only see
us through the eyes of Christ and to see the best of who we are in Him and the gifts we have to offer in service
to Him. God could choose to see us in a whole host of ways, but in God’s freedom chooses to see us solely
through the eyes of Christ. Meaning he does not see a broken, fractured, insolent, and disobedient humanity,
but one that is on its way to being healed, whole, repaired, transformed, and flourishing. Through Christ, God
does not choose to see any human being as lacking in worth or dignity, God does not choose to see any
human being lacking in gifts, God does not choose to see any human being who is unredeemable, because
God chooses to see us all through Christ.

With the news headlines of the ICE agent killing of Renee Good and federal occupation of Minnesota and
the potential for a global conflict with our own allies over Greenland of all places, one might be forgiven for
missing the news item last weekend of the death of one of the founding members of the Grateful Dead, Bob
Weir. While [ am not here to celebrate or excuse the psychedelic drug culture that was a part of the Grateful
Dead’s following, I was struck by Jerry Garcia’s explanation of the community and the followers that formed
around this unique band that mixed folk, rock, country, bluegrass, and long guitar riffs into a unique and loyal
rock subculture. Jerry Garcia described their following this way...“Our audience is like people who like
licorice,” the “Not everybody likes licorice, but the people who like licorice really like licorice.” In an interview
before he died, Bob Weir was asked about his legacy and what he wanted to be remembered for, and he
shared that he hoped to be remembered for bringing various subgroups and cultures together through his
music. He had this to say: T'm hoping that people of varying persuasions will find something they can agree
on in the music that I've offered and find each other through it.”* Translation: through hearing the music, may
we see each other more deeply.

As a Christian community, who are we called to be and what are we to see? A tribal humanity fractured
by and only able to mirror the world’s divisions, ideological divisions, political divisions, and our own ancient

hatreds? A humanity where only might makes right, where the strong prey on and dominate the weak, where
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the iron laws of the world since the beginning of time are the main reality. What enters into the world in Jesus
Christ seems to be a different kind of power and a different kind of force than such a reality, even
undermining and redeeming what we mean by power. In Jesus Christ, God chooses to see all of us as human
beings of infinite worth, with gifts to be shared, and lives meant for flourishing, not just lives meant for
survival or consumption or domination. God chooses to only see us through Christ.

And what about us? How are we to live? Through Christ...Let’s see.



