St Eds 8am, St Luke’s 9.30, St John’s 11am

In the days after immediately after Christmas Day the church invites us to keep three special days. On Boxing Day we mark St Stephen, the first martyr and on 28th December it is the equally sombre observing of Holy Innocents, a memory of a massacre that is commemorated. Not so very Christmassy, perhaps but a reminder of the cost of incarnation. 

Today, 27th December, we recall the life and witness of St John. This is St John the Evangelist, one of the Twelve Apostles, Galilean fisherman,  hot headed brother to the equally volatile James. It is traditional to identify John with “the disciple whom Jesus loved” in the fourth gospel that also bears his name. Most modern scholars are doubtful that the apostle actually wrote that gospel. It is possible however that it emerged from an early Christian community that formed around the witness of John and carried his reflections on the life of Jesus in their common memory eventually writing them down. 

So today is St John’s day. Falling as it does between Christmas and New Year when clergy are thin on the ground and anyway, they, like their congregations, generally feel they’ve had enough churchgoing for a while, St John’s Day is rarely observed especially if it falls on a week day. More’s the pity for the congregation of St John’s, BelleVue whose patronal festival is tucked away in the post Christmas Day lull and turkey ennui. But today is the very day and it is a Sunday and this afternoon we will be hosting the CTLD carol Service at 4pm so we are in business and glad to be keeping the feast.

And St John is a particularly appropriate saint to be thinking about during the Christmas season because it is the prologue to the gospel of John that, as we say in Carol Services, “unfolds the mystery of the Incarnation”; that is to say that this is the gospel that first attempts to put into more theological language what other gospel writers offer as a story. We will have heard the powerful opening words of the gospel several times in the past few days. “In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God and the word was God”. And this morning we have heard the very last words of the gospel from John chapter 21. There are some similarities. In John chapter 1 we are introduced, somewhat confusingly for our purposes, to another John, John the Baptist and we are told that he “comes a witness to testify concerning [that] light.” And at the very end of the gospel, “the disciple who Jesus’ loved” is the one who “testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know his testimony is true”. At the beginning and at the end of the gospel there are those who will stand as a  witness to Christ, those disciples who have seen the light and testify to the truth. In testifying they draw attention not themselves but the Light that has come into the world. At the beginning of Jesus’ earthly ministry stands John the Baptist to point us to the Messiah. At the end of his earthly ministry stands the disciple whom Jesus loved to point us to the risen Christ.
So we have here beginnings and endings. We begin with a birth, an incarnation, Jesus born as human and offering to you and me a second birth. “… To all who received him, to those who believed his name he gave the right to become children of God … born of God”. And we end with a death, or rather two deaths predicted, that of Peter and of the disciple who Jesus loved. One a violent martyr’s death, the other more puzzling for those first Christians, a death in old age and the Lord not yet come again. Beginnings and endings, birth and death. John’s gospel touches on all these things. The cost of incarnation and the cost of discipleship are two of the themes of John’s gospel. Into the world comes the living Word and those who receive him are called to follow him, to work out in the company of Jesus and his people what it means to live as those who have experienced that second birth, birth into a completely new way of life.

One thing that it clearly means is that for the birth to happen there must be a death. The seed must fall to the ground and die before fruit comes forth from the earth. For Peter this is the literal death of the martyr. Like St Stephen, the way to life is a way of death. “When you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go”. This is the cost of new birth and a terrible cost it is too. No wonder the church honours those, like Peter, like Stephen, who have given their lives for the sake of the gospel. It happens still, lest we forget. 

But for the disciple whom Jesus loved there is a different fate and perhaps here the disciple whom Jesus loved stands for us all, we who claim to love Jesus. He, it appears, lives into old age and his death comes naturally. There is some puzzlement because it had been thought by many that he would not die before Jesus returned and we know that this was an adjustment the early church had to make, believing, as they seemed to have done, that Jesus’ return in glory was imminent. But this disciple dies peacefully in his bed which, we hope and pray, will be our end too! His discipleship, like ours, must be worked out in a daily dying to self, a daily testifying not to our own importance but to the Light that has come into the world. It is through this kind of death to self that we too enter into life and our lives bear fruit.
We, disciples whom Jesus loves, will find it hard to do this kind of dying to self because we live in a world rather too preoccupied with self-glorification and self-promotion on the one hand and self-hatred and self harm on the other. To die to self is not an act of self-destruction such as we have recently seen by an another attempted suicide bombing on an aircraft. This is rather it is a funny kind of paradox: we set aside our self in order that, in setting it aside, we might grow and flourish. Self denial is the kind of death to selfishness that opens up a way to new life and this is hard to understand and live out. In it we say to God: my life is no longer mine but yours, “take my life and let it be yours and yours alone.” I am struck by the words of the Bishop of London in his Christmas address:
God so loved the world that he gave his only Son. The messenger of God comes to Mary and instead of replying that the promised god-send did not fit in with her own life plan, she said "Behold the hand maid of the Lord, be it unto me according to thy word".
This act of dying to self in Mary opens the way to life. She moves aside and lets God in and in so doing testifies to the Light.
Beginnings and endings, birth and deaths. We come to the end of a year, we stand at the beginning of a new one. Now is not the time for rousing speeches on how to face the future or grand plans and resolutions. Now is simply the time to stop and invite the holy Child of Bethlehem to come to us, “cast out our sin and enter in: be born in us today”. What things in our lives need to be cast out, of what do we need to let go, what deaths to self must we die in order to enter more fully into the life promised in the gospel of John, that life that was the light of all?
