Second Sunday in Ordinary Time

January 16, 2011
Have you ever worked a word puzzle?  Or those puzzles where we find hidden words.  Puzzles call us to think differently, to look at life, or at least a part of life, with new eyes, and then to respond accordingly.  In other words, puzzles can shed light on human existence or part of it.  Puzzles can also serve as a code where those who solve the puzzle find direction or a hidden treasure.

The words we hear on John the Baptist’s lips today sound like a word puzzle: “‘A man is coming after me who ranks ahead of me because he existed before me.’  I did not know him, but the reason why I came baptizing with water was that he might be made known to Israel.”  If this were a word puzzle, we’d add: Who is he?  Listening further, we learn, “He is the Son of God.”  Or, if we answered according to the prophecy in Isaiah, we’d say: “He is a ‘light to the nations.’”  Or, if we answered according to Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, we’d say: “the Lord Jesus Christ” or “the source of grace and peace.”

How we answer depends upon our context, our experience. Like John, we are called to testify and point the way to the Son of God.  Unlike John, we have known him, intimately, so intimately in fact, that we put Christ on in baptism.    We have become one with this Christ – the anointed one; this Jesus – Jeshua, God who saves; this Light to the nations; this prince of peace.

And just like the Spirit came down and remained on him, the Spirit has come down and remained on us so that the light that is Jesus Christ might be made known to the whole wide world.  We come after the Christ, who ranks ahead of us, because he existed before us, and we do know him in word, in sacrament, in the community that is the body of Christ, that he might be made known to the world.  How?

The answer requires setting the context.  Today is the Second Sunday of Ordinary Time, the first Sunday after our celebration of the Christmas season, which ended with the Baptism of the Lord.  The Christmas season is a time of light and festivity.  We decorate our homes, we put lights up on the house, we buy gifts and are generous and kind and hold special celebrations where families and friends come together, the poor are served, broken relationships are reconciled, and the love that is God fills the earth, at least, for many of us.  Christmas celebrates that “the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it,” as we heard in the Gospel of John on Christmas Day.  When it is all over, many of us ask: “Why can’t we live like this all year round?  How can we let the spirit of Christmas fill our lives each and every day?”  Hearing the words of John the Baptist in this context helps us reflect differently on how we might make Christ known in our lives.

On one hand, it would be too much to bear if we lived the intensity of the Christmas season 365 days a year, 24/7.  We couldn’t sustain that kind of focus, and, when we’re tired from all of the shopping and preparation and celebrating, we’re glad that we can’t.  On the other hand, isn’t our commitment to live the light of Christ that we put on in baptism something we are called to live 365 days a year, 24/7?  Well, it is.  Our parents and godparents, or we, promised to keep Christ’s light burning brightly.  While we don’t have to do the big things that are associated with Christmas 365 days a year, 24/7, we can make Christ known through the small things that help the Christ light spread and grow each and every day.  How?

In the ways we treat our family, spouse, roommate, co-worker, classmate, neighbor, or the person in line in the grocery store, we can testify to the light.  Through a smile, a word of “hello,” a “thank you,” an offer to do our chores or an offer to pick up something that is difficult for another to reach, we live the light that is Christ and make Christ’s coming known 24/7.

By sending someone a card, or an e-mail, by making a phone call, by walking across the hall, yard or street or going across the city to visit a friend, family member or someone in need, we live the light that is Christ and make Christ’s coming known 24/7.
By resisting the urge to return insult with insult, or hurt with hurt, by being honest about our feelings in ways that can build a bridge of peace rather than a wall of hate, by gently yet firmly challenging someone in need of intervention or being open when someone comes to us, we live in the light that is Christ and make Christ’s coming known 24/7.

By the way we vote in primaries, dialogue rather than debate politics, or engage one another in our concerns about justice and injustice or peace and war, we live in the light that is Christ and make Christ’s coming known 24/7.

Like John, we are called to testify to the light of Christ that we put on in baptism. Unlike John, who did not know him, we do know Christ and deepen that knowledge every time we gather to celebrate the Eucharist, hear the word proclaimed, eat the body of Christ and drink the blood of Christ, and are sent forth to be the presence of Christ in the world.  We are those men and women who come after Christ who ranks ahead of us, because he existed before us, yet are one with the Christ who is present in word, in sacrament and in the community that reveals the living body of Christ present in our world today.  How will you and I testify so that others see that the light of the Son of God can shatter the darkness still?  The answer to this question can be puzzling.  However, it is a solvable puzzle.  If we choose to let this puzzle guide our lives we will find the treasure of God’s saving love – salvation – right before our eyes and reaching to the ends of the earth.
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