
Who are you?  What do you say about yourself?  It seems that this isn’t just a question for John, but for all of us.  So much of our lives are spent deciding who we are and telling people who we are.  Last year, whenever I was in a church in Europe, I had to use a special sort of language to figure out who each saint was.  Since many of the pictures and churches were made before people were reliably literate, you have to look carefully to figure out who people are.  For instance, Saint Peter is often shown holding a pair of keys in his hands, in reference to Matthew 16:19 where Jesus says he gives Peter the keys of heaven, traditionally seen as his status of leader of the Christian church.  Paul, on the other hand, is usually shown with a sword – because he was beheaded.  

Sadly enough, the instruments of their death are how you know how most saints are.  Yesterday, many of you celebrated Santa Lucia day with breakfast treats and candles.  She is St. Lucy, who brings light into the darkest days of the year, helping us to see even in the darkness.  For that reason, you sometimes see her bearing candles in pictures.  However, according to tradition St. Lucy suffered a brutal martyrdom and even had her eyes cut out before she was killed.  Therefore, she usually carries her eyes on a plate in pictures of her – even though she has eyes in the paintings.  It’s morbid, but it’s how many people – especially those in the early church – would understand St. Lucy and what she stands for.  Until you know who each person is, you can’t figure out the lesson you’re supposed to learn from them.
One of my favorite depictions is always of John the Baptist.  Most of the time he’s set apart by his appearance, with his wild hair and emaciated body.  But there’s one other thing he does in pictures that tells us who he is: he points.  John’s job is never to keep attention for himself, no matter how wild and wooly and interesting he might look.  He is constantly pointing – not just anywhere, but to Jesus.  Even in paintings where the toddler John and his mother Elizabeth visit Mary and Jesus, a chubby little John is pointing straight to the infant Jesus.  John always answers who he is by pointing to Jesus

This is what John does with those sent to question him, too.  When the priests and Levites came to figure him out, he spent more time telling them who he wasn’t than who he was.  He wasn’t supposed to be the focus of this conversation – they were supposed to be looking at where he was pointing.  When he tells them, “Among you stands one whom you do not know,” you can almost hear the frustration in his voice.  He’s standing there pointing, stating who he is by showing them what they are supposed to know.  “Turn around!” he says.  “If you’re asking who I am, you’re not even asking the right question.”

The vitality of John, the authenticity of John, is something we can all be drawn to.  Something in each of us wishes we could be like him – crazy, out there, shouting and jumping and changing the world, with the boldness to stare down the cultural elite and shamelessly proclaim the Word.  Part of our fascination with John is our desire to be like him.  We too want to know who we are and what we’re about.  We want to be at peace with ourselves and our calling and have the confidence to constantly point past ourselves and towards Christ.  
John’s vivaciousness doesn’t just come out of nowhere; it comes out of his strong sense of identity.  He can tell you very clearly who he’s not and who he is, because he knows.  He knows that he’s got an important function.  He also knows that he’s not perfect.  But we get hung up.  We get confused and distracted and can’t remember what we’re supposed to be doing.  Somehow, especially in the midst of a hectic holiday season, we manage to forget who we are and who we’re pointing to.  
You may have heard that I was in a little western town called Las Vegas last weekend.  While I was there, I saw people I hadn’t seen in a long time – members of the church I interned at.  For these people, it wasn’t enough to say hello and exchange pleasantries – we got into some real stories of illness, death, divorce, addiction, imprisonment, and suffering.  But still, they were full of praise for God and thankfulness for the life of the church.  Somehow, there in Sin City, in the face of so much brokenness, they were never more sure of who they were and whose they were.  They were unashamed to own the fear and pain in their lives, because they knew they were nonetheless children of God.  Even when their lives were in pieces, they could still point to Christ.
Sometimes we cannot own our brokenness.  We try to hide it or ignore it.  But the truth is that it’s part of who we are.  Those good people living in Sin City know exactly what they’re defining themselves against and are stronger for it.  We are also stronger, more capable, more authentic and vital when we know that we are in darkness.  After all, how can we turn towards the light and testify to it if we can’t turn away from that darkness?

We are not just sinners; we are saints as well.  With all the saints, Santa Lucia and more, we have an identity marked by God and a call to testify.  The prophet Isaiah, full of images of promise and blessing, reminds us who we are: we are anointed people.  You might not feel like it, but the Spirit of the Lord is upon you.  You are called by our God “to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn”.  While these are Isaiah’s words, these are our words as well.  Each and every one of you has also been anointed, and this great call of proclamation is yours as well.  
There wasn’t anything particular about John that made him more special than each of you.  He merely knew who he was: called and sent to proclaim the word.  He baptized with water, reminding people that they were claimed by God and promised forgiveness.  He knew who he was, and he knew exactly to whom he was pointing.  He lived his life and served in his ministry with a clear sense of the coming of Christ and the urgency of telling people about him.

And the coming of Christ isn’t just some meek and mild coming, even though he was born humbly of a simple woman.  His birth is one that breaks chains, sets people free, provides for the poor, brings the dead to life, turns things upside down.  This is the Savior the world has waited for, and we cannot sit by quietly and not announce his incredible breaking-in on this world.

John’s sense of vitality is tied to his authenticity.  This is what we are drawn to about this intense, honest, wild man.  His life, his mission, his long and pointing finger, inspire us to look deep inside ourselves.  We too are most vital, most potently tied to service of our God, when we are most authentic.  Like John, we must each answer: who are you?  When we know that, when we know that we are children of God, claimed called and sent into this world, broken but made whole, we will know that who we are is tied directly to whom we point: our Lord Christ, breaking into the world.  Like John, we are saints called to proclaim the light of the world coming to shine on us all.  
