Lift Every Voice and Sing
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“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the beginning with God. 3All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being 4in him was life,* and the life was the light of all people. 5The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”  This opening paragraph of John’s gospel, you’ve probably heard it hundreds of times, yet for most of us every time we hear it, our hearts lift up.  Heavily burdened as our hearts may be, with heavy fears, heavy griefs, heavy worries about this world and its travails, about problems in the lives of family members and friends, about something in our own personal lives that’s pulling us down, heavily burdened as our hearts may be, this beautiful Bible passage, especially that last line, resounds in us like a deep gong calling us to remember that all is not darkness, that despite how profound a darkness may be, still all is well, and all is well, and all is well, for there’s a light ever shining, leading us on and through.  Remembering that, our burdens no longer feel quite so heavy; our hearts lift up.

This wonderful Bible passage, truly poetic prose – yes, as a whole it includes concepts which elude the grasp of mortal minds, and yes, it utilizes the language of mysticism and mystery and metaphor, which can indeed sound like the most foreign of foreign languages to those of us whose native tongue, as it were, is the language of concrete facts, verifiable data, observable evidence.  And yet, despite its mind-boggling concepts and mystical language, this Bible passage gets into us, into our hearts, to lift our hearts up.  It rings the gong of remembrance, and somehow that ringing reaches around befuddled minds, to enter our hearts and lift our hearts up, lifting our hearts up and up and up to the holy mountain of God, to use another bit of mystical language, atop that mountain to see with much better perspective, to see that this world isn’t just a montage of tragedy and travail, to see that the news isn’t just what you read in the newspaper, to see what’s good and beautiful, the bright colors of hope, of new mornings and new doors opening, the bright colors of hospitality and welcome and feeding, the bedazzling colors of love and companionship along the journey, from there on the mountain top to see the footprints of the sacred, those footprints not just an ancient, once upon a time relic, but to see those footprints still being formed, the walking of the sacred among us, the light shining.
And there atop the mountain, the mouth of the mortal for a moment hangs agape in silent, speechless awe.  But then, the mortal begins to sing.  With hearts lifted up, mortal voices lift up to sing, “God!  God!  Thank you!”
“In the beginning was the Word…light eternally shining…”  Ah, yes, the faithful heart hears it – the mind may not be paying attention very well, the human mind so much distracted by what’s immediate and pressing and demanding – but the faithful heart hears it, the echo of ancient wisdom inspired long ago, the gong of remembrance proclaiming the beginning word, the Genesis word:  “Let there be light,” light not just as in sunlight, but also light meaning visibility, light meaning vision and seeing, light meaning open eyes, open minds, open hearts.  Let there be light.

And the word, the light, was made flesh, says John, to dwell among us, that seeing Jesus we ourselves might see oh so much more than just what mortal eyesight could show us.  And that creating light, that liberating light, the light of hope and peace and love, that light is shining, forever shining says John, shining in every darkness, and no darkness can overcome it.  In the beginning was the Word, life, light to shine the way through every darkness:  there John begins the story he wants to tell, that every heart may be lifted up, that every mortal may be lifted up to see, that every voice may be lifted up to sing.
All the stories within the story John tells are tied back to that first paragraph, have something to do with that light, with the opening of people’s eyes to see.  But the opening of human eyes, John does not suggest it’s a quick and easy thing to accomplish.  It isn’t, and we know it’s not just “them,” the ubiquitous “they” who don’t or won’t see.  We’ve experienced it ourselves, that propensity to trust only what our mortal eyes show us, very, very wary of those visionaries with their way out visions, which seem utterly contradictory to what’s right before our own eyes.  We can be pretty tough nuts to crack, you and I, can be pretty hard to heal of blindness.  And sometimes, maybe, it’s because we really don’t know we need healing, don’t know that we’re blind.
So it was that a man named Nathanael was brought to Jesus.  As the story goes, Jesus pronounced Nathanael an honest man, “an Israelite in whom there is no deceit.”  Honest Nathanael, he voiced honestly what he believed to be absolutely true.  He put it as a question, but it was a rhetorical question, to which most everybody already knew the right answer.  “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  Of course not.  Why Nazareth and Nazarenes were held in such ill-repute, we don’t know for sure, but in that world, if you saw someone from Nazareth, you knew you were seeing somebody bad.  That’s the way Nathanael saw it, and Nathanael was wrong, blind.

How did that happen to him, and how does it happen to us, this way of “seeing” which is blindness, this way of seeing which, when we think about it, doesn’t make sense?  I mean, when we use our heads for more than just something to grow hair on, it doesn’t make sense, can’t be in any way rational or sane, to see only homogenous lumps of humanity, to categorize people into homogenous lumps, to look at a group and not see individual children of God, to look at a whole group of people and see them all the same, just because they share one characteristic in common, be it skin color, religion, nationality, political party, something else.  That doesn’t make rational sense, and yet that irrational kind of “seeing” lives on.  Today it may sound something like this:  “The terrorists who wreaked havoc on Sept. 11, 2001 were Muslims, so all Muslims are to be seen as religious fanatics, all of them out to kill us.”
It’s irrational blindness, the insanity of prejudice, and it happens, I think, at least partially, because human vision is vulnerable, susceptible to being twisted, to being put out of focus, susceptible to coaching, to see what we see according to what we’ve been coached to see.  And the coaching works well, gets so thoroughly integrated into our living that we may not be aware of what’s happened to us.  We may be honest in most every way, but the honesty of our seeing capacity has been compromised, and we don’t even realize it.
See a Nazarene, see somebody bad.  See that black person, see that “illegal alien,” see that Palestinian or see that Israeli, see that person living on the street, see that person living “that lifestyle,” see that pregnant teenager, see that corporate executive, see that politician, see what you’ve been coached to see, homogenous lumps of humanity, all politicians, all street people, all Nazarenes alike.

How blind we can be.  Nathanael went with Philip to see Jesus, but he went expecting to see only what he expected to see, what he’d been coached to see.  But something happened.  Jesus said something about having seen Nathanael under the fig tree.  Now, what was that all about; what was so significant about Jesus having seen Nathanael under the fig tree?  Well, not even the very best Bible scholar can answer that question.  But apparently what Jesus said meant something to Nathanael, something exquisitely personal, such that instantly his blinders were whisked away, so he could see Jesus, not just a representation of “those Nazarenes,” but he could see Jesus. What Jesus said about seeing Nathanael under the  fig tree, apparently it was something Nathanael needed to hear, said the way he needed it to be said, something personal, the key to open his heart, a key not made to open somebody else’s heart, but that oh so personal key to open up Nathanael.  His eyes were opened, and he was lifted to the mountain top, his heart lifted up, his voice lifted up to sing.
The power of something made personal, there was something about that in Vanity Fair magazine, which I was reading last week while pedaling away on that exercise bicycle.  Movie director Edward Zwick was quoted:  “The way to make a movie is to understand that you’re speaking to one person at a time, in the dark.  You’re telling them a story, gauging their reaction, watching in your mind’s eye as they lean forward, making it as personal a telling as you possibly can.”  Hmmmm, that’s what Jesus did.  Though often speaking to large crowds, somehow Jesus was also speaking to each person personally, so each person could hear it the way he or she needed to hear it.  And eyes were opened up, and hearts were lifted up to soar to the top of the mountain, and voices were lifted up to sing.  And wouldn’t it be great if those years when Jesus walked the earth had completed the job, had opened all eyes, including the eyes of all subsequent generations?
But the job wasn’t finished, and so, we continue to need people like Martin Luther King, Jr, people who are visionaries, who call us out of blindness, out of our stuckness in darkness to see the light shining.  And, boy, were we ever stuck back in Brother Martin’s time, both Blacks and Whites, not all Blacks and all Whites, but certainly the majority of us.
Whites were stuck in that blindness which we’d been coached into, to see all Blacks through the horrific lens of prejudice.  But many Blacks were just as stuck as Whites were.  Black people were stuck in a different way but also in a darkness that came through coaching.  Black people had been coached into a truth that wasn’t true, that all Whites were racists who hated the notion of equality, so that the only hope of liberation and freedom was in the next life, across the River Jordan.  You can hear it in so many of the spirituals, no hope that anything could change in the here and now.  Stuck in prejudice, stuck in hopelessness, most of us were walking in darkness, and ironically the voices of many white people and black people got joined together, saying to Brother Martin, “Shhhhhh, it is as it is, so be quiet.  Don’t mess with things; don’t stir things up; don’t make things worse.  Be patient; wait for the promised land over there.”  Thank God, Martin Luther King, Jr. didn’t get pulled down into that blindness.  Thank God, he went on preaching the gospel, preaching the good news, preaching about the light shining, preaching about what there was to see from the mountain top, a dream that could come true.  Thank God, that so many eyes were opened, as Martin Luther King, Jr. made it personal, said it the way we needed to hear it, so we could go into that mountain top vision and become part of it.
But still, the work isn’t finished, the opening of eyes, the lifting of hearts and voices.  Still there are people who need to be led to the top of the mountain, and, you know, you might be just the person someone needs to take them there.  So, you don’t consider yourself a visionary, with new and awesomely astonishing visions of your own.  But remember, you don’t have to envision something altogether new; you have the vision that’s been given to you, the vision of that Nazarene rabbi, and you may be the one to show it, to tell it exactly the way somebody else needs to hear it.  You may be holding the key to somebody’s heart.
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the beginning with God. 3All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being 4in him was life,* and the life was the light of all people. 5The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”  Let every heart be lifted up, up and up and up to the top of the mountain; lift every voice and sing.
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