3

January 17th 2010
“Life is a Pane”

Reading:  John 1: 4-9
4In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

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

4In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

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

Sermon
Just down the road from us lives a little old lady. Her name is Joan. She’s incredibly gifted. She is one of the top two calligraphers in the country. As I’m sure you know, calligraphy is the art of handwriting and her knowledge of, and skill in, handwriting over the last 50 years has been top of the calligraphy premier division.  When she writes in ink her script is beautiful. But when she illuminates manuscripts with gold leaf it’s breathtaking.

A few years ago I was cheeky enough to ask to visit her studio. It was a stunning experience, being surrounded by these works of art, either drafted or half complete. Each one showed her dedication to her profession and the degree of her perfectionism. Then she said something very interesting: “Of course, the light in the Stour valley is special but I only work in the mornings because that’s when the light is at its very best”.

This area around us seems to attract artists of all kinds because the light is uniquely special. Therefore it seems no coincidence that two of England’s greatest painters, John Constable and Thomas Gainsborough, came from here. 

Light itself is very special. We couldn’t exist without it. Genesis tells us that it was the second thing that God created. First he created the Heavens and the Earth but all was in darkness until he declared “Let there be light” and there was light. How wonderful just to say four words and see the whole galaxy lit up.

For the next four weeks our young people are looking at light as it occurs in the Bible. But I doubt if they will be able to cover all the Scriptural references because there are over 200 of them! In just the nine verses of our reading light is mentioned seven times!
But what do we know about light?
First, we know that we can’t see without it. I remember once being on a conducted tour of some caves and our guide asked us to switch off our torches and put our hands 6 inches in front of our faces. In the dark we could see absolutely nothing, not even our hands, and were very pleased to put our torches back on.
Secondly, we know is that light moves pretty fast – at 186,400 miles per second. That means it can circle the earth 7½ times in one second! Not even Usain Bolt can move as fast as that! 
Thirdly, we know that light has one great enemy but an enemy it defeats every time. That enemy is darkness. When light comes, then darkness runs away. Come into a dark; switch on the light; immediately the darkness disappears. Light and darkness can’t live together. The Bible confirms this. In the First Chapter of John he writes “In Jesus was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not overcome it.” In fact, when light comes, darkness has no chance of sticking around.
So these are three things we can readily say about light that we know from our own experience. But what about the light of Jesus that the Bible talks about? How does that affect us? 

First, the light of Jesus changes lives.
Last Friday I celebrated my birthday. I am now 40 years old. Now, I know that most of you are thinking, “He doesn’t look a day over 35!” But I’m 40. I was born on the 15th January 1970. But I’d better own up! Physically I was born in 1950 but spiritually I was reborn in 1970. I am one of those fortunate people who can remember the date, time and place when I became a Christian. Apparently only about 30 % of Christians can. For most people it’s a longer process. Forty years ago my life was changed. I was 19 years old and looking for guidance. Some people were urging me “chase women”, others “have a great time – get drunk every night”; others, “make as much money as you possibly can”. What was I to do? Then, thankfully, at just the right time, someone told me about Jesus and, very reluctantly, I asked him for direction. Suddenly I felt as if a light had been switched on. I had a purpose to my life. David says in the Psalms, “God’s Word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path”. I felt the same. I could see the way forward, where before all had been darkness and confusion. From not being able to see the hand in front of my face I could now see very clearly.
Becoming a Christian means moving out of the darkness and into Jesus’ marvellous light. To call ourselves Christians we must have experienced, what the Bible calls, a new birth. We often hear the phrase “born again Christian”. But the words “born again” are redundant because if you are a Christian you have been, by definition, “born again”, either suddenly or gradually. Your life has been changed. 
It was only a month ago that we were singing Christmas carols. One of the most famous was composed by Charles Wesley, “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing”. I’m sure you remember the lines “Born to raise the sons of earth, born to give them second birth.” That’s why Jesus came – to give us second birth, to give us the opportunity to be born again, to enable us to “see the light”. 
In everyday life we use the word “light” to indicate hope. We talk about seeing “light at the end of the tunnel”. Even now, in the indescribable disaster in Haiti, we talk about a “glimmer” of hope of finding survivors. It’s even more true in the Bible. Jesus himself said, “I am the light of the World”. Wherever it appears in the Bible the word “light” indicates good news: when God created light Genesis says “He saw that light was good”. The Wise Men were led by the light of a star to the manger at Bethlehem.  At the Transfiguration Jesus’ face “shone like the sun and his clothes became as white as light”. Saul, that sadistic torturer, was stopped in his tracks on the Damascus Road by a great light – so bright that it blinded him for 3 days. Saul the Monster became Paul the Evangelist, a man 180 degrees opposite to the man he was. His life was completely changed. 

Second, the light of Jesus is a search-light into our hearts.

A powerful light can make us very uncomfortable. The Apostle Paul certainly found that. We don’t like lights that are too bright. They can hurt. A bright light can even be a form of torture. All of us have seen those old war films where a prisoner is forced to stare into a harsh light and the interrogator whispers menacingly, “We have ways of making you talk”.  We love subdued lighting in our homes, don’t we? It doesn’t show up the dust. It doesn’t show up that pile of old books in the corner. Give us those 30 watt bulbs. Don’t give us the 100 watt ones which show up every mark on the carpet, every stain on the wallpaper. The trouble is that, as Christians, God offers us a 100 watt bulb to look into our lives. If we let him turn it on we begin to see things we don’t like. What are we going to do about them? – Clean them up, get rid of them or ignore them and hope that nobody notices?  It’s a challenge and it’s painful when that search light is shone into our hearts.
 There was a Chinese drug addict, called John, who, in his heroin-induced state, wandered into a Christian mission. The missionaries cleaned him up, gave him a bed and some food. A few days later he himself became a Christian. He immediately started telling everybody how Jesus had turned his life around. People all about him became Christians too. He struggled hard to beat his addiction and through the power of the Holy Spirit his desire for drugs disappeared. He went home to his wife and family. He started a church in his village. It grew and grew. To everyone who knew him he was a wonderful example of how Jesus could save, lift and inspire someone out of the depths of depravity. But there was one thing wrong. Jesus was shining his search light into John’s heart and the beam fell directly on the man’s relationship with his wife. As a drug addict John had always treated her with contempt and he continued to do so. He couldn’t stop. He could find no respect for her and it showed. 
When Jesus shined that powerful light into his life, John saw clearly that his behaviour was completely alien to the way he should live. It took courage and strength for him to put that relationship right. For him to treat his wife with respect was more difficult than giving up drugs; but he did it. How many of us here have had Jesus’ search light shone upon us? It’s uncomfortable; it’s intrusive. Do we have the courage to get rid of those obstacles the light shines upon?

Thirdly, not only did Jesus say “I am the light of the World” but he also told us, “You are the light of the World “. Practically speaking, how can we be the light of the World?
Political controversy has raged recently over the government’s attitude to “faith schools”. Over 90% of these so-called faith schools are in fact Christian schools. The problem the Government has is that everyone wants to send their children to them because they are so good. They are a bright light in the education system. (We, of course, have a brilliant one here in Bures). In general they are run by dedicated Christian teachers whose commitment and hard work shine the light of Jesus into a dark world. It’s a great thing to see. 

But how can we, individually, be the light of Jesus in the world? Is it a matter of gritting our teeth and doing as many good works as we possibly can? Or is there more to it than that? Many centuries ago a very saintly woman was wrestling with this problem. For a woman she had a strange name – she was known as “Julian of Norwich”. She spent many hours in prayer every day but was becoming increasingly dissatisfied with her life. She was driving herself hard to do good works but felt that her relationship with God was actually getting worse.

She was praying one day in her private room when the sun appeared from behind a cloud, shone brightly through her window and flooded her room with light. Suddenly she saw the answer to her spiritual problem. She was trying so hard to be the light herself when all she had to do was be a window for that light of Jesus to stream through. She didn’t have to create light herself. It was already there. All she had to do was to let it shine through her. She saw that life was a pane – a window pane! The more that she let the light of Jesus into the window of her life, the more it would shine through her to others. As Jesus put it “let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.” That light is the light of Jesus. Being a window is how we become “the Light of the World”.

Someone once visited a great missionary bishop and this is what he reported: “He was a frail old man of 77, with just one more year to live, but I shall never forget his presence or his message. It was easy to sense that I was in the presence of one of God’s saints. I don’t really remember what he said but I do remember the godly love that emanated from him. He had the fragrance of Christ. When I left the bishop I felt I was just beginning to understand something of the amazing power of God. Having myself just emerged from a period of devastation, his words were just what I needed to hear and experience”.

That bishop had been through years of trial but he had become a window through whom the pure light of Jesus shone brightly.

I am so thrilled that 40 years ago Jesus shone a light on to my life. But we mustn’t stop there. The challenge is to let the search-light seek out everything in our lives that is undesirable and get rid of it. Only then can we become clear windows for his light to shine through into the world. Our aim, like Joan my calligraphic lady friend, must be to work in the best conditions, best possible light;  the clear light of Jesus. Then truly we can become the Light of the World.
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