Seeking Life
Text: John 1:29-42
Near the very beginning of John’s Gospel, we are told that “what has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people” (John 1:3-4NRSV).  Take a moment and imagine for yourselves this kind of light that shines and gives light to everything upon which it shines, even that which is in darkness.  For this kind of life-giving “light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (John 1:5NRSV). 
John’s Gospel also provides us an image of darkness that can become so thick in an attempt to enshroud the world that God created through the Word.  Take a moment and picture that kind of darkness.  It’s that kind of darkness that shows that God as Jesus—the Word made flesh—has entered a world that does not know him: As John’s Gospel says, “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him” (John 1:10NRSV).  “He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him” (John 1:11NRSV).  
John the Baptist later informs a group of people that “among [them] stands one whom [they] do not know” (John 1: 26NRSV).  He’s referring to Jesus.  And on two more occasions following, John the Baptist admits that he did not know who Jesus was until he saw the Holy Spirit descend and remain on Jesus at his baptism.

God comes to us then—in the words of this morning’s choir anthem “as one unknown, a breath unseen, unheard; as though within a heart of stone, or shriveled seed in darkness sown” (Dudley-Smith, 2-3).  And it’s this unknown One, this God in the flesh, this Jesus, to whom two of John the Baptist’s disciples turn in the Gospel reading for today.

After all, John the Baptist has pointed his disciples away from himself and pointed them toward the one whose sandal he was not worthy to untie, the one greater than he.  So they turn to follow Jesus.  Without even knowing it yet, they seek the life that God promises them through Jesus.  

And Jesus, as the light shining in the darkness, as he who comes to them as one unknown, doesn’t assume that they know what they’re looking for when they begin to follow him.  So he addresses their hearts with the searching question, “What are you looking for?”
It’s that searching question, “What are you looking for when you turn to follow Jesus?” that searches their hearts as well as ours.  And it’s the burning light of Jesus’ words from the question (i.e., “What are you looking for?”) that expose the darkness in which we find ourselves: the darkness of our own tendencies to try to make Jesus into who we want him to be, tendencies that come from not knowing and accepting him as he is.
In a little book entitled, In the Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership, the priest, theologian, and author Henri Nouwen writes about a time in his life following the darkness of burnout and a sort of “spiritual death” as he called it.  He recalls turning again to follow Jesus by persistently praying the following prayer, “Lord, show me where you want me to go and I will follow you, but please be clear and unambiguous about it” (Nouwen, 11). 

Well, the Lord did answer his prayer through Jean Vanier, founder of the L’Arche communities for people with developmental disabilities.  Jean called Henri to serve as a priest of Daybreak, a L’Arche community located in Toronto.  Henri accepted the call.
In doing so, Henri left the worlds of Harvard, Yale, and Notre Dame, where he had previously taught pastoral psychology, pastoral theology, and Christian spirituality.  And he moved to Daybreak.  After two years there, Henri wrote down some personal reflections.  In them, he openly and honestly responds to the searching question, which Jesus also asks us and the disciples: What are you looking for when you turn to follow me?

In response Henri writes, “My movement from Harvard to L’Arche made me aware in a new way how much my own thinking about Christian leadership had been affected by the desire to be relevant, the desire for popularity, and the desire for power [to be in control].  Too often I looked at being relevant, popular, and powerful as ingredients of an effective ministry.  The truth, however, is that these are not vocations but temptations” (Nouwen, 71).  

At Daybreak, then, Henri didn’t encounter Jesus as he wanted him to be.  For God called Henri to live and serve faithfully as a priest among people with developmental disabilities, not to prove himself and be liked and accepted for everything he had done and everything he could do: for his own accomplishments, his successes, and his ability to control complex situations.  To be honest, the residents with whom he lived cared little to nothing about all the things he had done and could do.  They preferred him to be there so that he and they could care for one another.  

Like Henri, we as the people of God, who are all involved in Christian ministry in different and important ways, who turn to Jesus to follow him, get asked that same question, “What are you looking for?” 
Yet no matter our answer, even in the darkness, and even without our knowing it, we still seek the life that God promises us through Jesus.  After all, it is Jesus who in our Gospel reading brings the full presence of God, who turns to the disciples, and all they can do is ask Jesus where he is staying.  They have nothing to say for themselves or what they’re looking for after Jesus speaks to them and brings them into the full presence of God.  

 For, we and they—without even knowing it—are waiting for Jesus’ words telling us to come and see where he is staying.  We are seeking to come and see where he is and to stay with him.  We—without even knowing it—are looking to be with Jesus.

After two years as a priest in the Daybreak community, Henri Nouwen also reflected on what it was like to receive the life God promised him through Jesus, the life he had been seeking without even knowing it.  He writes, “Jesus promises a life in which we increasingly have to stretch out our hands and be led to places where we would rather not go.  He asks us to move from a concern for relevance to a life of prayer, from worries about popularity to communal and mutual ministry, and from leadership built on power to a leadership in which we critically discern where God is leading us and our people” (Nouwen, 71-72).
Nouwen writes that he encountered what it was to be with Jesus in the practices of prayer, confession and forgiveness, and theological reflection.  For prayer helps connect us with the unconditional love of God revealed in Jesus Christ.  Confession and forgiveness frees us to be like Christ to one another, offering each other the support and care needed within the church community.  And theological reflection “allows us [to ask and] discern where we are being led” (Nouwen, 65).
Through these practices and others, God has only begun to give us the life we seek, the life he promises us through Jesus.  May we, then, as the people of God, continue to encourage one another as well as others to come and see what life with Jesus is like.  
For “what has come into being in him was life, and the life what the light of all people” (John 1:3-4NRSV).  Amen.
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