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John 1:29-42

Prayer for Illumination

Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from the Holy Spirit.
God of Courage, be in our speaking. Be also in our listening, and speak
to our souls’ deep understanding. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.

John 1:29-42

The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared,
“Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!
This 1s he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks
ahead of me because he was before me.” I myself did not know
him, but I came baptizing with water for this reason, that he might
be revealed to Israel.” And John testified, “I saw the Spirit
descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I
myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with
water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and
remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.” And I myself
have seen and have testified that this is the Chosen One.”

The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples,
and as he watched Jesus walk by he exclaimed, “Look, here is the
Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard him say this, and they
followed Jesus. When Jesus turned and saw them following, he
said to them, “What are you looking for?” They said to him,
“Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), “where are you
staying?” He said to them, “Come and see.” They came and saw



where he was staying, and they remained with him that day. It was
about four o’clock in the afternoon. One of the two who heard
John speak and followed him was Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother.
He first found his brother Simon and said to him, “We have found
the Messiah” (which is translated Anointed). He brought Simon to
Jesus, who looked at him and said, “You are Simon son of John.
You are to be called Cephas” (which is translated Peter).

Many years ago, I was having breakfast with someone who was talking
about his fear that Christians were being persecuted in the United States.
This was a person who was an evangelical Christian, who was an older,
white, man. When I asked him to help me understand why he felt that
way, it became clear to me that what he was feeling was a loss of
privilege. He described things that articulated ways in which Christianity
was no longer favored or given priority in our society, things like a lack
of Christian prayer in public school, or the displaying of the Ten
Commandments in public spaces. During our conversation, I explained
my belief that he was not experiencing oppression of his Christian faith,
but rather he was experiencing the loss of privilege. There is a phrase
that says, “when you are accustomed to privilege, equality feels like
oppression. (it is not).”

To help explain my understanding, I noted that we were in a public
place, a restaurant, and that we had prayed, out loud, in the name of
Jesus Christ, before we ate. I noted that the radio in the car was playing
overtly Christian music, and in fact, given that it was December, even
the primarily secular rock station had switched its format for the last
several weeks and was playing Christmas music, some of which was
explicitly Christian and not just about Santa Clause and Frosty the
Snowman. I also noted that he described during our time together that he
had attended at least two worship services already that week and he did
not have to go to a secret location to do so, and when he parked his car
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in the parking lot of the church, no one tracked his vehicle or
documented his license plate. Loss of privilege — perhaps; oppression —
no.

Yesterday, I attended a meeting with about 500 people of faith. There
was a long line to get into the church building, and people waited several
minutes in frigid temperatures, and in good spirits, to get in. One of the
reasons it took some time for people to get in was because the people
organizing the meeting needed to confirm who we were, that we had
registered for the meeting, that they could identify what faith community
we were a part of, or that we could have someone to vouch for us. We
also were asked to turn off our phones, tablets, computers, and smart
watches, and turn them in during the meeting. These extra precautions
were taken, and were necessary, because at this meeting we would be
discussing details of a variety of actions of civil disobedience to occur in
the coming days. There are credible reports that federal agencies have
been accessing technology, like phones and smart watches, to monitor
and listen to meetings and organizers as they make plans to counter the
actions of our federal government in our city. Things are different than
when my friend and I had that talk a few years ago.

While I was at that meeting yesterday, I thought about another time
when our federal government tracked religious people organizing around
civil disobedience. Seventy years ago, religious leaders gathered to
organize and strategize how to interrupt the status quo and how to fight
for rights of citizens that were under attack during the Civil Rights
movement. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and many others, thousands and
thousands of ordinary people of faith, organized, trained, planned,
fought, marched, provided mutual aid to one another, and did so often in
the face of personal risk to dare to call the leaders of our country to a
better vision and lived reality. These actions, these non-compliant, non-
violent actions changed the course of this country and the wider world.



Our scripture this morning is simple. It is at the beginning of the Gospel
of John and describes the John the Baptist identifying Jesus as the
chosen one of God and the first disciples being invited to see what Jesus
is all about, and then making the decision to follow Jesus. As I was at
that meeting yesterday, as I saw so many people of good will and
faithful strength, I thought about what it means to follow in the ways of
Jesus. I thought about what it meant for people of faith during the Civil
Rights movement to follow Jesus. I thought about how, over the years
many of us have sanitized the boldness of Dr. King, and I thought about
how fitting it is that it is this time when we honor him that it is time to
claim the boldness of our faith and that the best way to honor his work is
to declare truth and work for freedom.

We in Minnesota, are in a time that calls for religious people to lead.
Over the course of the last several weeks many of us have witnessed,
either through media, or in person, abuse of power and federal agents
using brutality, fear, violence, and terror. Doors and windows smashed.
We have seen people sprayed with chemical agents at point blank range.
We have seen those exercising their constitutional rights to peaceably
assemble, observe, and protest subjected to intimidation and violence.
People who have been taken from their homes, schools, hospitals, and
places of work, without judicial warrants, including people who have
legal status or citizenship. We have witnessed the murder of Renee
Good. In addition to this violence and terror, the current administration
through the Departments of Health and Human Services and the USDA
have also taken steps to withhold funding for the most vulnerable and
poor in Minnesota - funding for food assistance, education, healthcare,
childcare, small businesses, and farmers.

We, again, are at a pivotal moment in our nation’s history, and the eyes
of the country are on Minnesota to see how people of faith and goodwill
respond in this moment.



In an August 1967 speech at the 11th Annual Southern Christian
Leadership Conference Convention in Atlanta, Georgia, the Reverend
Martin Luther King, Jr. asked his audience, which included much of the
leadership of the African American civil rights movement, “Where do
we go from here?”

The Civil Rights Movement had achieved many legislative and judicial
victories. The Supreme Court in an unanimous decision struck down
school segregation. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawed
discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin in
public accommodations, including schools, housing, at the workplace,
and in facilities that served the general public. The Voting Rights Act of
1965 prohibited states and localities from imposing voting restrictions
resulting in racial discrimination and empowered the federal Justice
Department to enforce regulations.

Yet despite these achievements support for civil rights was waning
among White liberals who believed its goals had already been achieved
with the passage of legislation and court rulings and urban Blacks,
especially younger people, who did not see the conditions of their lives,
education, employment, and housing, significantly improved. Many
established Black leaders had renounced King because of his opposition
to the War in Vietnam.

In 1964 there were race riots in Harlem, New York and Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania. Rioting had torn apart Watts in Los Angeles in 1965 and
had just destroyed Black communities in Detroit and Newark.

Decrying the riots and violence, Dr. King re-committed to non-violent
action. Instead of being discouraged, Dr. King told the assembly that it
was time to “honestly face the fact that the movement must address itself
to the question of restructuring the whole of American society.”



It was time to question the “edifice” that produced a society wrought
with poverty, inequality, and injustice. He had concluded, the “problem
of racism, the problem of economic exploitation, and the problem of war
are all tied together.”

The questions Dr. King asks in this speech, and the overall theme of
“Where DO we Go from here?” seem remarkably contemporary.

We, as people who believe in social justice, as people who believe that
our faith is about compassion, love, and grace — where do we go from
here?

Dr. King’s answer to his question, “Where do we go from here?” was
that “to honestly answer, we must honestly recognize where we are.”
And that when we are honest about where we are, we also have to
commit to love.

And that work 1s the work of love. But, as Dr. King says, the love that I
am talking about isn’t some “emotional bosh.”

Dr. King says,

And one of the great problems of history is that the concepts of
love and power have usually been contrasted as opposites, polar
opposites, so that love is identified with a resignation of power,
and power with a denial of love....

Now, we got to get this thing right. What is needed is a realization
that power without love is reckless and abusive, and that love
without power is sentimental and anemic. Power at its best, power
at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice
at its best is love correcting everything that stands against love.
And this is what we must see as we move on.



Professor and writer, Dr. Cornel West, has said, “justice 1s what love
looks like in public, just like tenderness is what love feels like in
private.” Justice is what love looks like in public.

Many of you have heard me say that the opposite of love is not fear or
hate, but that the opposite of love is indifference. If we do not care, we
do not love. If we do not invest, we do not love.

Love requires engagement.
Love is active.

Love is honesty.

Love 1s the hard work of justice.

Love is recognizing and using your privilege to lift up or give
others voice.

Love is being willing to be uncomfortable and maybe not polite.

Love is organizing the power of our community to work toward
changes in unjust situations and laws.

Love is recognizing that we, as a faith community, working with
other faith communities, have power, and can use it for the good of
all people.

Love is action.
Love also requires risk.

And, to be honest, we are in a time where we all need to do the personal
calculation of how much risk we may be willing to take. The author
Madeleine L’Engle wrote, “We have to be braver than we think we can
be, because God is constantly calling us to be more than we are.” Our
community and our neighbors are under attack. And people of faith and
goodwill are stepping up to challenge the terror and violence and to take



care of our neighbors. This moment is heartbreaking and terrifying, but
it 1s also remarkable to see the beloved community gathered in support
of one another. It is a beautiful thing to see how people are coming
together to ensure kids are getting to and from school safely, that
businesses that have had to close for the safety of their staff are being
supported by the community, how people who cannot leave their homes
for fear of being abducted are receiving food and needed medicine from
their neighbors, how people are committed to speaking out and showing
up in protest. Dr. King believed the “arc of the moral universe is long,
but it bends toward justice.” but it will only do so, if people who believe
in love work for it — and we are seeing that here in Minnesota.

The Session and I will be meeting following worship today to continue
to sort through ways we as a church can respond faithfully in this
moment. [ urge all of us to discern what it means to be brave and faithful
in this moment. It will look differently for all of us, and every action,
every phone call, every donation, every small thing to care for a
neighbor matters. There is no one way to engage in this work, and there
is no shame in doing what you can do and being honest about what you
are not able to do. Not everyone can risk being arrested, not everyone
can show up to a march or a protest. And that is ok.

Over the next several days, you will hear about a variety of actions and
ways to get involved. You may, for a time, get more email from Oak
Grove than you normally do. But I want to highlight one thing now, and
invite all of you to consider how to engage.

This coming Friday, on January 23, will be a state-wide day of non-
violent moral action and reflection. It is a Day of Truth and Freedom. A
statewide day of action and reflection where we ask for people to refrain
from work, school, and shopping. It is a day to interrupt the status quo
and economic activity to spend time with family and neighbors to show



Minnesota’s moral heart and collective economic power. It is a day to
call for ICE to leave Minnesota, that no additional federal funding of
ICE be given in the upcoming congressional budget, and to ask for the
officer who killed Renee Good to be held legally accountable, and that
ICE should be investigated for any other human and constitutional
violations of Americans and our neighbors. Again, there are a variety of
actions, like delivering meals to someone in need, prayer services,
contacting your elected officials at all levels, getting training in the days
leading up to the 23", staying home from work or school, as well as a
peaceful march with thousands of people at 2:00 PM in downtown
Minneapolis. Again, we will be sending out more information as plans
become clear.

Friends, may we with open eyes and brave hearts discern who Jesus is
and what it means to follow him as we do the work of loving God,
loving our neighbors, working for truth, freedom and justice so that we
may do our part, so that together, we may bend the arc of history. Amen.



