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Grace Upon Grace
Galatians 3:23-29, 4:4-7; John 1:1-18

I have a confession to make: I suffer from lepidopterophobia.  Well,
“suffer” might be a bit of an exaggeration since, with the exception of some
moments of heightened anxiety, the condition has not caused any great pain
or loss.  The truth is, I wasn’t even familiar with the term until I started
preparing for this sermon, but it is a real condition and one that I have
experienced on occasion.

Lepidopterophobia is technically the fear of butterflies and moths.  Now,
I don’t mind the beautiful, seemingly harmless creatures themselves, as long
as they are being still.  But if they, or anything else, start flying around my
head, it’s another matter entirely.  A butterfly, insect, bird or anything that flies
close to me is enough to  send a panic through me, and it is not a pretty sight!
And then there are those little plastic, remote control hover craft that my
parents gave my sons for Christmas this year . . . No, I don’t like those either.
(Please note that I am making this confession on a Sunday I expect most of
my youth to be away on vacation, so I hope there are no informants in the
sanctuary today.)

I do realize, of course, that my fear is largely irrational.  I know that most
of these creatures or objects don’t intend to do me any harm, but all that
rational thought seems to fly out the window (pun intended) when something
starts darting through the air around my head. 

I suspect most of us have something of which we are afraid or dislike
very strongly without any logical reason for our dread.  If you are afraid of
snakes or spiders, of heights or flying, of enclosed spaces or the dentist’s
chair, you are certainly not alone.  And then there are those things which may
not cause enough immediate anxiety to classify as a phobia, but which are
indeed real fears: the fear of terrorism or crime, failing health, the well being
of growing children or aging parents, or the fiscal cliff.  Our world is full of
circumstances and possibilities, both real and imagined, which cause us fear
and worry and keep us up at night.
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And I suppose at some point in our lives, we all experience fear of the
dark.  As young children, we may ask for a nightlight or someone to lie down
with us at bedtime because we are afraid that when the lights go out, the
monsters lurking under the bed will be unleashed.  Most of us, as we grow
older, overcome that fear, or at least push it into our subconscious, until, that
is, we turn down a dark and unfamiliar street or we have a power outage
during a fierce storm, and we feel that well-known twinge of dread.  Perhaps
somewhere deep down, the little child in us will always be afraid of the dark.

Of course, it’s not so much the absence of light we fear as it is the worry
about what might be in the darkness.  What if someone or something is
waiting to do us harm?  What if we can’t see where we’re going and stumble?
What if we get lost and can’t find a familiar landmark to guide us home?

 It seems from the beginning of time, darkness has been associated with
fear and the unknown, so it stands to reason that these concepts would be
used metaphorically to represent what is grim, threatening or even evil, while
light most often represents goodness, promise, or clarity.  While we can
certainly name some positive qualities, like peacefulness and rest, that can
be associated with the dark, most often we think about potentially harmful
occurrences at night and associate ideas like renewal and hope with the light
of dawn.

We certainly find these references throughout the biblical witness .
God’s very first act of creation was to speak light into being and to call it good
(Genesis 1:3-5).
The prophets used imagery of light to talk about God’s promises to the
Israelites.  When foretelling the coming of the Messiah, Isaiah proclaimed
“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light” (Isaiah 9:2), and
“Arise, shine, for your light has come” (Isaiah 60:1), and then when telling of
God’s promise to bless the nation of Israel said, “I will make of you a light to
the nations” (Isaiah 49:6).  The Psalmist echoes this theme, writing, “Your
word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path” (Psalm 119:105).

Among the gospel writers, John is the master of metaphor and allegory
and creates vivid and poetic descriptions of who Jesus was and is, and
images of light and darkness are often among them.  Probably written a
generation after Mark’s Gospel and reflecting a different tradition from the
Synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, John seems less concerned
with reporting the details of Jesus’ activities than establishing a particular
Christology, or a theology about the nature and person of Christ.  By the close
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of the first century, controversies and heresies about who Jesus was were
already beginning to arise, and early Church leaders soon began to clarify
what the acceptable teachings about Jesus would be.  Later councils would
develop creeds as official proclamations about the life and work of Jesus, but
the Gospel of John seems to be an early attempt at establishing Jesus’
divinity and clarifying the significance of what Jesus did and taught.

The prologue to John’s Gospel wants us to know in grand and
descriptive language exactly who Jesus is: “In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning
with God.  All things came into being through him, and without him not one
thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life
was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness
did not overcome it.” (John 1:1-5,).  John wants us to know that the light which
was promised in Isaiah’s prophecy and of which the Psalmist spoke has come
to dwell among us in the person of Christ.  The good news that we celebrate
at Christmas and every day is that we have received “grace upon grace”
because the very Word of God which spoke all of creation into being is now
with us in flesh and blood, enlightening the world with the very grace and truth
of God himself.

Of course, it is easy for us to recognize this good news in the beauty of
this place or in the glow of holiday gatherings, surrounded by people we love,
inspiring music, delicious food or beautiful packages.  It is easy to celebrate
“the true light, when enlightens everyone” when we are mesmerized by a
candle’s glow or look into the sweet face of Baby Jesus in the manger.  

But how do we sing our carols of heavenly peace when wars rage
around our globe and children and teachers are attacked in their classrooms?
How do we echo  the glorious songs of the heavenly host when across our
nation people are suffering economic hardship and in the shadow of our
church steeple all is not calm and bright?  How do we proclaim joy to the
world when our own relationships are broken and our own hearts are often
heavy and afraid?  

Despite the darkness around us, we, like John, can testify to the light
of Christ because we have the hope and vision of a kingdom where God’s
love and joy and peace will reign.  As we read from Paul’s letter to the
Galatians, we are now no longer slaves to our sin but free to lives as heirs of
the promises of God.  We are no longer separated by divisions of class or
ethnicity or gender but in Christ are joined together as family.  We are no
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longer alone, left to fend for ourselves in the darkness that envelops us and
threatens to consume us, but we have the light of Christ and the gift of the
Holy Spirit to comfort and guide us. 

We celebrate because the coming of Christ is the fulfillment of God’s
promise that God’s light is with us in the midst of the darkness.  When John
writes that “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us,” he uses the Greek
word referring to a tent.  Literally, the Word of God pitched its tent among us!
He didn’t come as a stranger or temporary visitor.  Christ came as one of us,
to live among us in the flesh, to experience this life, and ultimately to remain
with us. 

We rejoice, this day and every day, because we know the rest of the
gospel story, that even though his own people did not accept him, Jesus’
message of God’s love and grace was shared through his words of comfort,
his acts of mercy and his conquering of sin and death for us.  

And can we live boldly as people of faith because now that we have
heard this good news, we have been transformed by it and cannot keep it to
ourselves.  As Rev. Amy Butler wrote so eloquently in yesterday’s Following
the Star devotion, “There are some experiences in human life that leave us
utterly and profoundly changed. The coming of God to earth in the person of
Jesus Christ is just such an event.  Now, being charged with carrying the
message of hope to the world, we can never be silent. Until God’s kingdom
comes on this earth, we work to build up the highways that lead others to him,
to lift up lives of grace and purpose, dedicated to ushering in the gospel way
of life.  This is what the coming of Messiah means for us, and we cannot rest
until our whole world reflects God’s deep and abiding love for all humankind.”1

We may think this is too tall an order, too enormous a task for fragile
and sinful people like us, and alone, it is.  But John reminds us that from the
fullness of Christ, we have received grace upon grace, and through the gift of
grace, we are called to reflect the light of Christ which shines within us.

Periodically, I have done an exercise with the youth where I close the
curtains, turn out all the lights, and sit in complete darkness and silence just
long enough for us all to begin to feel uncomfortable.  After we have all
squirmed for a few minutes, we remain in the darkness and begin talking
about our discomfort, about feeling separated from each other, about the
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experience of feeling lost.  Then I light a single candle in the middle of the
room and though the flame is small, it is enough to flood the room with a
warm glow, to allow us to feel connected again, and to dispel the darkness.

The good news we receive at Christmas and are called to live and
proclaim every day is this grace upon grace: The light of Christ, full of grace
and truth, has come into the world, has invaded the darkness and makes his
dwelling among is.  And that is good news worth sharing!  Joy to the world!
The Lord is come!  Thanks be to God!  Amen.
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December 30, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O Lord, you have come!  You have broken through the darkness of our
world and your light has illumined the uncertain way for us, and so we sing
your praise.  You introduced joy to our world–joy that outlasts the festivities
of December, joy that surpasses the excited activity of Christmas Day, joy that
comes to us and remains with us because of your abiding love.  In these
moments of worship, O Lord our God, quiet our frantic lives and open our
hearts to the movement of your Spirit among us.   In this season of Christmas,
as we marvel at the coming of your Son, teach us, once again, to be still and
know that you are God.  Focus our attention on our need for relationship with
you and with one another.  Heal our hurts and calm our fears so that as we
become restored in you, we might also be challenged and inspired to reach
out in your name to a hurting world.

Almighty God, receive also our prayers on behalf of the world you love
and for which you sent your Son.  In this time of celebration, we are aware
that there are those who suffer illness and grief.  In this time when family and
friends surround us, we are aware that there are those who are consumed by
loneliness and despair.  In this season when we hear the angels proclaim
peace on earth, we are aware of the violence and hatred that plague so many
nations and that threaten our own.  In this time of abundance and
extravagance, we remember those in our world and in our community who are
struggling to survive from day to day.  Teach us to respond to these and every
need we encounter with compassionate and generous hearts.  Help us to love
one another, those in need, and all your children with your gracious and
abundant love.  We pray, too, Gracious God, for the coming new year.  Guide
our nation and its leaders to work for justice and peace in our world.  Guide
our congregation that we might live as a beacon of hope and light in this
community and beyond.  Guide our relationships that we might love and
encourage one another for the living of our days.  Grant us your mercy as we
seek  to do your will more fully and to love you more completely.  In the name
of the One who comes as the Light of the World and the Hope for all our
tomorrows, even Jesus the Christ.  Amen.


