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Second Sunday after the Epiphany

| spend alot of time searching for God at work in the world about me. It'sa
journey | seem bound to which is probably why | was struck by the advertising during
the holidaysfor a“journey necklace.” Itisaseriesof graduating diamonds dangling
from achain. Pricesvary depending on the size of the stones and the quality of the
chain. No, I didn’t get one but that’s another story.

It was the journey part of the necklace that fascinated me. Why graduated
diamonds? Isour earlier lifelessvalueor isit just that the current time seems so big?
| guessthe answer is different for each of us or maybe just different on any given day

| am on ajourney to be here with you. From Minnesota, wherethereis3 or 4
feet of snow, temperatures ranging from sub-zero to highs of maybe 30?to here, on
thisidland paradise where the temperature is almost always around 80 something. L ast
year alone, | traveled to 14 different cities, sometwice, visiting 12 different states.
Someone might ask, “why?’ Why travel so much? Similar words are spoken by Jesus
when he*®... turned, saw them following, and said to them, ‘What are you looking
for?” These are the first words Jesus speaks in the gospel according to John. The first
words spoken to his disciples and they are the first words of significance. “What are
you looking for?’ This question will echo again and again; for over and over people
will come to him, searching.

Religious people seem to believelifeis about taking some kind of journey.

There they are with John, in Bethany, beyond the Jordan. Many have come to John to
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Immerse themselvesin the River Jordan and be baptized in his presence. They werea
motley collection, but they have one thing in common: like us, they are on ajourney,
searching for some answers to the meaning of life, searching for God, searching for the
meaning of our relationshipsto one another, the meaning of one’'s own existence. Yes,
they, like us, are searching.

John preaches a baptism of repentancein order to receive forgiveness of sins, in
order to be made acceptable. John preachesthat new lifeis coming, coming in the
future.

But unlike John and his contemporaries, we seem to have lost faith in the future.
We are not seeking ssimply release from the evilsthat pursue us. We are seeking
solutions. We are seeking our heart’s deepest desires, now...And yet as Jesus asks of
us, “What are you looking for?’ the question initiates aterrible longing. It strips away
our lesser goals and threatens our hard-won understanding, for we recognize that that
for which we yearn we have not imagined.

Year after year we hear this passage read and church and we say to ourselves,
“nothing hasreally changed.” There were no apostlesin the fourth gospel and there
aren’'t any now, just disciples, learners, and we don’t seem to be getting any smarter.
Sure, something specia happened 2,000 years ago; but that long ago event isjust that,
LONG LONG ago and what | see around me now is not encouraging: We' re done with
the Cold War and back to the Hot Ones.

We are faced with more work than we can do, more bills than we can pay, more
taxes than we can manage, and as we get older, more illness and gradually death.
Sometimesit feels like much more than we can deal with. Life hasbecomeso ...

DAILY. Istherereally something to seek that we haven't tried before?



It is so easy to become discouraged with the monotony, weariness, and yes, even
the pain of living. But we are in good company! Isaiah is certainly discouraged when he
saysinthismorning’slesson, “I have labored in vain, | have spent my strength for
nothing.” Discouragement comesto Elijah, Moses, and yes, even Jesus.

| don’t know, their struggles seem more worthy than mine. They are confronted
with the wrath of kings. | am confronted by politicians. Their victories seem glorious.
Mine seem rather ordinary. “I finally got Visapaid off now maybe | can tackle Master
Card.” Their words areimmortalized; while you and | are often met with indifference
when we try to tell people we are Christians. Their vision of God is clear whereas mine
is often blurred. We get discouraged. Sometimes to the point where we are on the verge
of accepting something less than that for which we seek.

Having waited along time for the revel ation that would transform hislife, John
the Baptist doesn’t accept anything less. Not sure what it was to be until the day he sees
aman walking towards him and he says, “Look. Look ... thereisthe Lamb of God.”

“TheLamb of God.” You and I know theologically, intellectually, abstractly what
that phrase means. What's more we' ve seen lambs in stained glass windows. | know
about sheep because | grew up on afarm where we had sheep and every spring we
found the cutest little lambs among the ewes. But my children and grandchildren
haven't had that same experience. For them, the only lambness they know about are
the ones met in petting zoos. Hardly the image described in John’s Gospel.

The story | am about to share with you comes from a seminary professor of mine.
A Methodist minister friend had always puzzled over that phrase, “the Lamb of God'’;
and then one day as he was driving down aroad in eastern Washington state, he was

forced to astop by aflock of sheep that were being herded acrosstheroad. Impulsively



he jumped out of hislittle Volkswagen bug, ran up to the sheepherder, and asked: “What
does‘ The Lamb of God’ mean to you?’ And the shepherd explained it thisway:

At lambing timein the Spring, two things occur: the flock isincreased but always
some ewes and some newborn lambs arelost. On one side of the field there may be a
ewe whose newborn lamb has died at birth; on the other side of the field, a newborn lamb
whose mother has died giving birth. On the one hand a ewe ready to nurture, with milk
to give and no lamb to feed that she will accept; on the other, aliving lamb in danger of
starving because it is without a source of nourishment. So the shepherd takes the dead
lamb, dlitsitsthroat, and poursits blood on the living lamb. Then he presentsthisliving
lamb to the living ewe as her own. Now the ewe recognizes the smell of the blood, will
accept the living lamb as her own, and nourishesit with life-sustaining food. The dead
lamb is the means by which the living oneis given new life.

Hearing that story has given me awhole new understanding of what “Lamb of
God” means. It isan Epiphany. | now understand what baptism means. Jesus comes as
the one whose blood is shed so that “sealed by the Holy Spirit in Baptism,” we are
“marked as Christ’s own for ever.”

Stll, thisjourney that I'm on gets a bit confusing. It wasjust afew weeks ago that
wewere singing “Away in amanger” and looking at a baby Jesus. Today we are looking
at Jesus as the one who dies for our sins. We are yanked from the crib to the cross and it
doesn’'t seemfair! | need moretimeto digest al of this. | need timeto get my lifein
order, to unpack the meaning of ahuman God, Jesus, borninamanger. That initself is
difficult and now | am facing a Jesus who is known by John the Baptist to be the Lamb
of God. Sometimes | get lost on thisjourney into Christendom. | need on of those GPS
things but instead of it being Global Positioning System | need a God Please Save me
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system. | guessyou could say that’s what God has done. He has sent usa GPSin the

form of Jesus Christ. When asked today, “What are you looking for?” I’vefound it. |

found Jesus. | found Jesus in the manger, at the temple, on the beach and in the streets.
My journey continues but my baggageislighter for |, too, have seen the Lamb of

God who takes away my sins, your sins, the sins of the world.



