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21st February 2009

Turning Point

Reading:  

John 1.1-14 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. 
2 He was with God in the beginning.
3 Through him all things were made; 
without him nothing was made that has been made. 
4 In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 
5 The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.

6 There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. 
7 He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, 
so that through him all men might believe. 
8 He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. 
9 The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.

10 He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, 
the world did not recognise him. 
11 He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. 
12 Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, 
he gave the right to become children of God— 
13 children born not of natural descent, 
nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.

14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. 
We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, 
who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.
SERMON

This story appeared in the Daily Telegraph:
Mr Arthur Purdey received a very large gas bill.  He wrote to North West Gas to complain and received this letter in response.

“Dear Mr Purdey,
“Thank you for your letter. We note that you have drawn to our attention to the amount charged to your account at your last monthly invoice.  We agree that it was rather high for the time of year, and we believe that it is possible that you were charged for the gas used up during the explosion that destroyed your house.  Yours etc.”
It’s rather an ordinary deadpan letter, isn’t it, untill you get to the punchline. 
The gospel reading is such a beautiful piece of writing, so familiar to us, from every Carol Service, that the words sort of wash over us, lull us into  tranquillity, a spiritually comfortable “pink and fluffy” place ……… This passage was probably a hymn originally, as the words form a reassuring pattern of repetition.  You could take it for granted, until you catch the enormity of the meaning!
I thought today it might be interesting, not to be lulled but to be enlivened because, in fact, if we look deeper into the meaning of the words, we see so much truth, so many of the basics of our belief. 
John makes a link between the Old Testament and the New by starting with the words “in the beginning…” then “was the word”?   Doesn’t sound very exciting,  it sounds as though it might be some kind of principle of rationality, something intrinsic and buried within each of us, a bit “new-age” and fuzzy perhaps, like a kind of inbuilt “knowing”.  
But then comes that wonderful word “HE” .  The WORD is not an “it” but a “He”… and the He is Jesus. 
John says “He was in the world”, and he is talking about a pivotal moment, a turning point in history, the incarnation. Without mentioning Jesus by name, it’s a big story.  

Because Jesus’ coming changed the world for ever. 

Jesus became flesh and made his dwelling among us. 

Jesus came quietly and unexceptionally, just a little baby, like any ordinary human story, (because babies arrive all the time).  But there was a momentous event.  A clue as to how big this was:
An enormous crowd of angels in the sky, singing and praising, and giving some shepherds a fantastic experience.

Jesus died quietly and unexceptionally, (crucifixions happened all the time then);  but the resurrection was the most extraordinary and momentous event in the history of the world, and has changed the world for ever.
In v. 3 Through him all things were made, without him was not anything made that has been made.
It was Charles Darwin’s 200th birthday on Thursday.   And of course the reason that the church was originally so upset with him was that he said that creation, or evolution, took a long time, 100’s of millions of years.
Darwin was a good Christian man, an ordinand at one time, and a brilliant scientist.  But like other brilliant people before and since (Coppernicus and Gallileo and Freud for example), his discoveries were too radical to be to absorbed into the way the church then saw the world…
Even now there are people who find it difficult to believe in both evolution and creation at the same time.  Although the story of creation in Genesis 1 seems to happen in one week, we know that God lives, in a sense, outside time.  His extraordinary genius and creativity, and his great joy at the heavens, the sea, the land, and all the living creatures that he had made, doesn’t have to be compressed into some human measure of the passage of time.  We who believe in God’s creative power, are unfazed by the idea of evolution.  Because God’s creation just goes on happening, we all keep evolving, nothing stands still.   And creation is amazing, dramatic and beautiful.
I have a customised Google page, that has my prayer list on it, and the weather, and the news, and a feature called 

“places to see before you die” or something like that, so each time I connect to the internet I see another extraordinary place, a village in the Andes, an African delta, an island in the Pacific, the rain forest, penguins in the Antarctic - soaring dramatic landscapes (and they haven’t even had Bures on there yet).  Of course, I will probably never see these places in real life  but It all makes me remember  just what a huge and wonderful place the world is.
And we have had some good examples lately of weather, not just our usual “nice” English (nothing much happens) 
“mustn’t grumble” sort of weather, but really big weather, snow, ice, sleet, torrential rain, floods, really exciting stuff.
I love the changes in the seasons, and I know in Britain we love to get grumpy about the weather, but really we have a very easy climate, personally I love a bit of drama, and exciting weather is another example of God’s creation doing its thing in a big way.
Here’s a story from the Aberdeen Evening Express: 

“At the height of the gale, a harbourmaster radioed a coastguard to ask him for an estimate of the wind speed.  

Could he look at his gauge please and report back? 

(Gauge = one of those twiddly little things like 3 cups that whizz round) 

The coastguard replied that he was sorry but he was out on patrol and didn’t have a gauge with him… 

However… if it was any help, the wind had just blown his land-rover off the cliff…”
(Big weather!)

In the passage Jesus is referred to as “the light”.  In the story of creation God challenges the darkness by saying “Let there be light”.   He challenges the spiritual darkness that exits even in his beloved creation by sending Jesus as “the light”.  When we think of light, we might think of a small candle flame.  Even a little light is an amazing thing - just lighting a match in a dark room makes all the difference.  But think of the grandeur and majesty of the sun and the stars, and we’re nearer the mark. 

Jesus’ arrival was an explosion of light, of love and peace and joy which remains for us all even 2000 years later.
We talk about ‘shedding light’ on a situation, about clarity and illumination.  But in v. 5 we read, “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.”
We have so much evidence ourselves of the existence of spiritual darkness  - we only have to open a newspaper to see that.   So let’s not discount the power of darkness in the world:

This week a 5 year old was told-off at school for talking about God to a friend.  When her mother (the school receptionist) asked her Church friends for prayer for the school, she was suspended.  
A couple of weeks ago a Nurse was suspended for offering to pray with a patient.
Recently a broadcaster said that he couldn‘t possibly “come out” as a Christian for fear of losing his street cred!
At a time when political correctness seems to be at odds with common sense, it is now becoming politically incorrect to be a Christian!  Suddenly the future can all begin to seem a bit hopeless…

Robin said in his sermon in January: 
 “Having no hope for tomorrow can make today seem pretty bleak and scary –  but (as St John says) the darkness has never overcome the light.  Knowing where we have come from, and where we are going, knowing that we are heavenward bound, knowing that we are born of God and will one day see his glory, gives us a completely different perspective – it's the only way you can begin to see things as they really are.”

No wonder St John insists, "grace and truth came through Jesus Christ."

In v.12  Jesus’ amazing call  “to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” — born of God.
To ALL who receive him, not just particular people in a particular place or time in history but ALL… and that’s us, you and me.
Jesus wants to pour light on our situation, whatever it is He wants to heal us, he want us to become children of light, small flickering flames perhaps sometimes, not always particularly strong or confident, but lights inspired by a big uncompromising sun of incredible power and strength.  Let’s be people who are not fearful of letting the light shine before others.  May we be lights powered by the Holy Spirit, not hidden, but high on a stand, unafraid and determined.
Let’s stand up for life, and healing, and the hope that we have in Jesus. We don’t have to be strident and angry to make a difference, but we shouldn’t have to be apologetic either about standing up for the God of justice and steadfast love.

We have so much to be grateful for - Jesus came for us.  We don’t have to look back (or even forward) very far in our lives to see sadness or disappointment or fear and yet we are in the happy position, of being able to be thankful, above everything else, that he loves us and cares for us, and supplies our needs. 

God’s creation is not just a week’s worth, It’s hundreds of thousands of years of ongoing invention and ravishing beauty.
Jesus incarnation and his light are not just a few small flames to keep a boiler going – they are an explosion that still lights up the whole world.
The Holy Spirit isn’t just a breeze that will send a little gauge spinning, He can transform all our lives in a gale of grace and love.
Jean read,  “Our God redeems our life from the pit, he satisfies all our desires, and renews our youth like the eagles”.

Our God is not small, he is not meagre, he is not ‘hum-drum’ and ordinary he doesn’t do things by half measures.

He is Almighty and Majestic, he’s our all Powerful Creator, and our Glorious Heavenly Father and Jesus is Lord, full of grace and truth.
MC
