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‘The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming in to the world’
Going round several cities in Europe over the past few years has been an exhibition of photographs called Earth from the Air.  They are pictures taken of the earth from an aeroplane not very high in the sky. 

Even from that distance the earth looks incredibly beautiful. The shapes and patterns and colours of mountains and rainforest, oceans and lakes, cities and villages.  There are some amazing and striking pictures.

Of course they are taken from a distance.  From a distance you can see some patterns which you cannot see close up.  Features such as rock formations, coral reefs and even the lines on the ground of archaeological remains below.  But to really understand the earth you cannot remain at a distance .You must land the plane and put your feet on the ground.   You have to live there.  You have to breathe its air, meet its people, speak its languages, experience its life, share its responsibilities.   There is of course beauty there too but of a different kind, and it is often struggling to emerge from the unpredictability and messiness and sometimes the tragedy of human life.

Of course, these two views of the earth are not two realities but one reality viewed in two different ways.   The view form above and the view from down below each inform and enrich our overall perception.
The Prologue to the Gospel of John gives us two views of a single reality.  The single reality is that in the beginning there was a purpose – a purpose in the heart of God to communicate, and more than that, to give himself to the world which he created and which he loves.
That purpose found expression in Christ described here as, both the eternal word from the beginning and the Word made flesh and pitching his tent among us.
John describes this as the true light which enlightens everyone which was coming in to the world.  Our EEA3 theme is surely derived from this…The light of Christ shines on all.  And this is one view of reality.  That in the light of the resurrection of Christ in which this Prologue was written,  its effect is seen as nothing less than universal, reaching the whole world and whole of humankind.  A constant light which shines in the darkness and the darkness is not able to overcome it. 
And for the Christians and churches of Europe who seek to follow Christ in a continent which is often described as secular and post-Christian, this universal reality of the light which enlightens everyone re-kindles our hope and recovers our confidence in the power and the persistence of the light of God in Christ and of the Christian gospel.  There is no place, no person, no situation on which this light does not shine.  Without arrogance but in grace and humility we proclaim the truth that the light of God in Christ illumines everyone and everything. 
But here is the other reality, or I should say the other side of the same reality.  The Prologue to the Gospel of John saves us from a vague general universalism by immediate engaging in what has been called ‘the scandal of particularity’.  The Word does not remain ‘up there’ emanating streams of eternal heavenly light.   But in a phrase that should still surprise us and even shock us, the word becomes flesh -  human flesh  a human being, a vulnerable human being, born into a violent and  uncertain world.  As a recent paraphrase of this puts it, The Word became a human being and moved in to the Neighbourhood.  Probably the riskiest enterprise in which God ever involved himself.
For God can no longer be accused of trying to view and manage the situation from a distance, if that were ever true.  Instead, into the heart of a particular time, place, language and culture he comes close to his creation and to humanity in Jesus Christ.   The way that the light which enlightens everyone will reach everyone is in this costly, risky way of what we have come to know as incarnation.
And already in this Prologue is the reference to rejection of the God who comes in Christ, a world brought into being through the Word of God which rejects that word when it becomes flesh; and even rejection by those who might have been expected to accept him.  The light may shine on all, but not all will accept its power or its illumination in their lives.
In Europe today, from whatever church tradition we come we face the same opportunities and challenges in our mission to our continent and to the societies which make it up.  It is often through us, that the light which is always shining will become visible.   

And whether we speak of evangelism as we Baptists like to do. or evangelisation. we bear witness to the light of the Good News of Jesus Christ which continues to change lives and transform communities.  So that, as John puts it here, ‘to all who receive him who believe in his name, he gives power to become children of God.’  In the face of apathy and rejection we go on commending this faith which we live by, humbly and courteously but with conviction and in hope.
But also we seek to make the light visible as we work with those of other faiths and none to address some of the political and social challenges of Europe today.  The Word becomes flesh as we involve ourselves deeply in the work of the European Institutions, and the need to build community and even a soul for Europe alongside an economic reality; or the challenge of the movement of peoples into Europe and across Europe, and counter the evil modern slavery of human trafficking; or the increasingly urgent and insistent call to address the environmental abuses which have already begun to upset the balance of nature on our planet.  
The image of the church as the body of Christ reminds us that as its members we participate in both his death and in his resurrection. So that the bodily form of the risen Christ is his church.  And its members join together to make Christ visible, that is to allow Christ to manifest himself in ministry to the world around.   So that over and over again the eternal word continues to become flesh and take form in the messiness and ambiguities of human life.
This was illustrated very graphically for me by a Christmas card sent to me by a friend who lives in Bethlehem; this Christmas was the first one after the completion of the Israeli security wall.  It’s a painting by a Palestinian artist.  It shows The Holy Family escaping from Herod and leaving Bethlehem to flee into Egypt.  And there is the wall which so dominates and restricts the lives of the inhabitants of Bethlehem today.   But as the artist himself wrote, the picture is not without hope.  In the midst of a world where people fear each other so much that they wall one another in; and where refugees flee for their lives, the light which enlightens everyone has still come in to the world. It continues to shine in the darkness and the darkness has never overcome it.

Amen
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