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GRACE AND TRUTH


Last night on Christmas Eve we lit the Christ candle as Ben read John 1:14: And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. Jesus comes as one full of grace and truth. In verse 17 John repeats this theme: The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. Because this Word comes into our world we are no longer the same for verse 16 tells us, From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.


When the Light of God comes into our world, grace and truth go together, you know. Light reveals the truth. Our house looks clean in the dark. Yet when we turn on all the lights, we see spots and small leaves and newspapers on the floor. Light reveals the truth of our house and the truth of our lives. In the dark we think that we are doing a decent job of following God; yet when Christ the Light shines on our life, we are condemned because we see ourselves as we really are.


Our fear is that when someone close to us sees us as we really are, they will reject us. As we live with others we fear that we will be known and then rejected; yet when we are seen as we really are, persons who love us are drawn closer to us, not pushed away, because of the truth.


These verses in John tell us that our God is not only a God of truth; for our God is also a God of grace—of pardon. Thank God! When we finally realize that God sees us as we really are, we are afraid. I remember the distinct feeling that God was going to destroy me when I finally saw myself in the light of God’s truth. Yet God didn’t destroy me. Instead, I experienced grace—pardon. 


With God, grace and truth go together, and they come together to us fully in the Word, Jesus the Christ. John tells us: And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. As the early church’s theologian Irenaeus said, “In the Incarnation, God became what we are in order that we might become what God is.”

The Word came to live among us for a little while. The meaning of the Greek word here translated as “live” is “tented”: The Word became flesh and tented among us. God does not stand above us or beyond us calling impatiently for us to straighten up our life. Verse 17 tells us that the law was issued through Moses from the mountain top to call us to be like the God of the mountain. Through Jesus, however, God comes to us and makes God’s self known. We do not have to climb the mountain to hear the Word of God; for the best Word comes to us as a baby in a manger. 

John says, The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it (v.5).  In Jesus God does not turn aside from the darkness and deny it. In Jesus God does not demand that we somehow escape the darkness on our own and make our own kind of light somewhere. In Jesus God has entered our darkness, and has entered it full of grace and truth. And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 

INJURY AND PARDON

Francis of Assisi calls us to pray, “Where there is injury, let me sow pardon.” We all know injury. We all know woundedness. We all know darkness. Yet because Christ the light has entered our darkness, we encounter the truth. Because grace comes precisely where we are injured and pardoned. Because Christ shares in our woundedness, we are healed. 


Henri Nouwen’s book, The Wounded Healer (1972), has profoundly influenced my life and ministry. Nouwen tells us that as Christians our wounds can become a source of healing. How?  Making our wounds a source of healing, Nouwen tells us, is not a sharing of superficial, personal pains but a constant willingness to see our own pain and suffering rising from the depth of the human experience which all persons share. This ministry is healing not because it takes away the loneliness and pain. This ministry is healing because it invites us to recognize our loneliness and pain on a level where it can be shared in the light of Christ.


Many of us suffer because we are anxiously searching for that man or woman, that event or encounter, that jewel or expensive item, which will take away our loneliness. We want someone to be a savior who takes us away from our woundedness. The magnificent hymn of John 1:1-18 proclaims that a Savior has, in fact, come; yet this Savior does not come to take us out of this world of darkness. The Word made flesh comes as light into our darkness, as communion in our loneliness, as pardon for our injury, as healing through, and not just in spite of, of our woundedness. And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.


Our main task as Christian ministers is not to prevent people from suffering but to prevent people from suffering for the wrong reasons. Many of us suffer with the false illusion that for us Christians, there should be no darkness or pain, no fear or loneliness, no confusion or doubt, no injury or woundedness. 


The Word becomes flesh to dis-illusion us; therefore, ministry in the name of the one who comes as the fullness of grace and truth is a very confronting service. We do not allow ourselves or others to live with these illusions. We profess that we are all mortal, all broken, all injured and all lonely. When the Word of grace and truth becomes flesh and pitches a tent among us, we can name our woundedness and healing begins.


A Christian community is a healing community not because wounds are avoided and injuries are alleviated, but because wounds and injuries become openings and occasions for a new vision--a new beginning. When we are wounded by the loss of someone we love, we have the opportunity to allow God’s grace to help us minister to others who also have suffered great loss. In the light of grace and truth we exclaim: “We all are wounded. We all are injured. We all are pardoned!” As John tells us in verse 14: And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. So, 

“Where there is injury, let us sow pardon.”
A SIMPLE PRAYER
Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.

Where there is hatred . . . let me sow love.

Where there is injury . . . pardon.

Where there is doubt . . . faith

Where there is despair . . . hope.

Where there is darkness . . . light.

Where there is sadness . . . joy.

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek

To be consoled . . . as to console.

To be understood . . . as to understand.

To be loved . . . as to love.

For it is in giving . . . that we receive,

It is in pardoning . . . that we are pardoned,

It is in dying . . . that we are born to eternal life.

St. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226)
WHERE THERE IS DARKNESS . . . LIGHT

John 1:1-14


Tom Ehrich, a former Episcopal priest, wrote a meditation for Christmas Eve some years ago. He said, 


“Tonight, some will gather with family in the glow of candles, and some will sit alone in the flicker of a television set. 


“Tonight, some will look around tables and be glad for the blessings of life, and some will look at family members who hurt them. 


“Tonight, some will have a glass of wine and stop, and some will continue drinking until this night ends the way most nights end. 


“Tonight, some will worship God in cheerful places, and some will taste the acid of their alienation from church or from God. 


“Tonight, some children will go to bed excited, and some will listen to gunfire and shouting outside their bedrooms. 


“Tonight, some will turn off the lights of home in anticipation of a merry Christmas, and some will stand guard far from home in anticipation of warfare's unceasing mayhem. 


“Tonight, some will stay close to heart and hearth, and some will prowl the clubs and streets, looking for thrills or escape or, love and acceptance.” 


Not only Tom Ehrich, but also the prophet Isaiah acknowledges the reality of darkness. Isaiah promises us that the people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness—on them light has shined (9:2). 


The birth of Jesus makes no sense apart from the darkness. There can be no understanding this moment, and no celebrating it, unless we name the darkness--a code orange terror alert, a newspaper article on the homeless in Fairfax County tonight, an empty chair at our Christmas dinner table tomorrow. The Bible knows darkness—the deep terror of darkness—but does not flinch before it. 


We gather here tonight and hold a candle in our hand. We come to sense the rustle of angel wings in the darkness—to see the dawning of a light shining on us and to hear the angel’s song: Do not be afraid! Do not be afraid! For a child has been born for us, a son given to us . . . and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace (9:6). Yes, the darkness is real—very real—but we have seen a great light! 


Tonight we light candles and remember Christmas Eve services past. Becky and I graduated from seminary in 1979 and moved to a church in Columbus, Ohio, to begin full-time work. For our second Christmas there we instituted a Christmas Eve service. The other pastor and I had about 75 bulletins printed since this was the first time Lane Avenue Baptist Church had a Christmas Eve service. We ran out of bulletins well before the service began. 


I remember one Christmas Eve service there a few years later. Dessie Page taught at the Ohio State University even though he had limited eyesight. His wife Verna, who was, like Dessie, African-American, was totally blind. One Christmas Eve as the lights in the room were dimmed, Verna came to the pulpit, opened her Braille Bible in the dark, and read John 1. I felt chills when she read verse 5: The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. 

Here was Verna, a physically blind woman, declaring to us sighted persons not able to see in a dark room, that the darkness cannot overcome the true light, which enlightens everyone, that was coming into the world (1:9). Tonight we pray with St. Francis, Where there is darkness, let us sow light!
Tom Ehrich, Darkness and Light, December 24, 2003
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