Year B, Advent 3
John 1:6-8, 19-28
Tell me truthfully, now…how many of you thought of the theme song of CSI when you saw the cover of your bulletin?  I always liked this song, going all the way back to 1978 when the Who recorded it.  That seems like such a long time ago, doesn’t it?  Thirty-three years, in fact.  Now if you add another ten or so years to that time frame, making it about forty-three years, then you’d have approximately the same number of years between the death of Jesus and the writing of the Gospel of John.  Not that we can provide exact dates to either of these events, but these are educated guesses by scholars who’ve studied these things.  They believe the Gospel of John was written shortly after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, about the year 75 CE.
Although the Gospel according to John is one of four Gospels, it is not one of the synoptic Gospels.  Synoptic is derived from two Greek words that are part of our English vocabulary, namely “syn” or same, that’s used in words such as synonym and “optic”, meaning seeing.  The synoptic gospels tend to see things in the same way, and these are Matthew, Mark and Luke.  Admittedly, the details in these three Gospels vary, sometimes widely, but in great measure, they are harmonious.  This is not the case with the Gospel of John.

Last week we read the beginning of the Gospel of Mark.  In this gospel the writer quotes the prophet Isaiah, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”  This is followed by a description.  “John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins…Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey.”  This is different from today’s introduction to John, who is simply called John, not John the Baptist, as he’s called in Matthew, John the son of Zechariah, as he’s called in Luke, or John the Baptizer, from Mark.  No, he’s just plain, old John, without a physical description.  This is because the theological emphases are different in the synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John.  John’s Gospel emphasizes the incarnation (the human embodiment of God) and Christology (Jesus is the Christ).  John the Baptist becomes the witness to these two events.  The emphasis is on witness, which runs throughout the Gospel of John, right up to Jesus’ trial before Pilate.  As is true with our modern use of the word “witness”, there are both religious and legal implications in Greek.  The writer of the Gospel is making a case that the Messiah who has been awaited for centuries by his Jewish brothers and sisters has always existed, but had taken human form 75 years before and was among them.
The way the Gospel writer portrays John is as a marker of time.  The prologue of the Gospel is well-known by many people, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.”  The word “Word” is always capitalized and refers directly to Jesus.  Unlike the three synoptic gospels that describe the incarnation of Jesus at his birth, this Gospel shows Jesus as having always existed.  Jesus was, and is, eternal.  The writer’s perception of the incarnation is the movement from the eternal to a specific time and place.  The story of Jesus is the story of the eternal Word made flesh by entering the human and therefore time-bound sphere.   Jesus doesn’t just speak the words of God and does God’s work, but he does these things because he is God’s word and work.  All of Jesus’ words and deeds make God known to the world. 
  This eternal existence of Jesus is an importance difference in the way that the Gospel of John perceives the incarnation when compared to the synoptic Gospels.  

In this light, the interrogation of John by the Jewish authorities takes on added importance to understanding the nature of Jesus.  At first, he answered their questions of “Who are you?” with who he was not.  He was not the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet similar to Moses that was foretold.  He was none of those people.  When pressed, he finally said he was the voice, the voice of one crying out in the wilderness.  The writer of this Gospel said that John was a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him.  Friends, this is exactly what we are called to do as well as Christians.  That’s our job description.  If we were standing with John being questioned by the authorities asking us, “Who are you?”, that’s what we would answer.  We are witnesses of the light, so that all might believe through us.  Each Advent season, we get a not-so-little reminder of this.  The days are getting shorter and shorter as we await the star that lights the way to the manger.  We are to testify to the light of Christ, and there are many ways of doing this.  The way we do it is not the important thing; doing it is.
I’m reminded of the spiritual that many of us have known from our earliest childhood.  It’s called “This Little Light of Mine”. This little light that we’ve been given and shines within us is the light that we reflect to others.  As Christians we have a responsibility both to be persons who reflect the light of Christ and to live in such a way that our lives proclaim the light of Christ in the world.  
Some of the new theologians that I spoke about in my recent sermons help us provide new meaning to this embodiment.  Greek philosophy, which has had a huge influence on not only the time when Jesus lived, but also right up to our own day, has emphasized the dualistic nature of humanity, namely the spirit and the flesh.  These are seen in contrast to each other, with the spirit, or intellect, being perceived as good or superior and the flesh being bad or inferior.  These characteristics were assigned to men and women, with men being seen as intellectual or spiritual and women as earthy.  Men were viewed as superior and women inferior.  This was a widely held view for centuries.  Due to the work of the new theologians, many of whom were women, the idea of incarnation, particularly as described in the Gospel of John, takes on a new characteristic.  We can claim that the spirit and flesh are embodied together instead of being opposed.  One is not superior and the other inferior, but they exist together to form a whole, good, and healthy relationship.
Notes:

· John as witness is predominant in this Gospel.  Not referred to as the Baptizer; his importance was as a witness.

· Martyria is the Greek word for witness.  It has religious and juridical implications.  Witness/trial motif runs throughout the Gospel, right up to Jesus’ appearance before Pilate.

· Importance of being a witness is that others come to know the presence of God in Jesus. 

· The interrogation revolves around “Who are you?”

· The writer’s perception of the incarnation is the movement from the eternal to a specific time and place.

· The incarnation is at the center of the theology of the writer of John.

· Jesus doesn’t just speak God’s words and do God’s deeds, but he does them because he is God’s word and work in the world.  All of Jesus’ words and works make God known to the world.

· Gospel of John is concerned with incarnation (Jesus as the human embodiment of  God) and Christology (Jesus is the Christ).

· Our reading clarifies the relationship between John and Jesus.
· John tells of his prophetic role (as one crying out in the wilderness)

· The task of understanding Jesus’ identity is not about how he is fully human and fully divine; the task is to accept the gift of the incarnation as we confess its fulfillment in Jesus the Christ.

· Feminist theologians-the gift of the incarnation is that it helps us to rethink our understanding of embodiment and relationship.  We can reclaim healthy connections between the body and the spirit, the goodness of our embodiment.
· These verses remind us of our role in proclaiming Christ in our consumerist world that claims it has the true meaning of Christmas.  We are to witness to the light of Christ.

· As we testify to the light, we also embody that light as believers who reveal the life of Christ anew in the world this Advent season.  We need to embody our humanity, especially the capacity to love our enemies, and to act humanely, offering compassionate and restorative justice.

· Spiritual “This Little Light of Mine”…I’m going to let it shine.  As Christians we have a responsibility to both be persons who reflect the light of Christ and to live in such a way that our lives proclaim the light of Christ in the world.
· John did not arrive to get everything decorated and everyone ready for Christmas, but to “prepare the way of the Lord”.

· The authorities want John to say who he is, but he answers only who he is not.  He is neither the light nor the word. When pressed, he only quotes Isaiah “I am the voice”

� From the notes section of “The Gospel According to John,” The New Interpreter’s Study Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2003), 1908-1909.
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