20 January—Christine Gilbert
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

A heat wave moved across Australia this week bringing high temperatures,
the sting of the sun’s rays, and extreme fire danger to many areas of the
country. In this context, how does an Epiphany song like the one we just
heard sound to our ears?

Light of Christ,

light flaming bright,

burn in my heart, holy fire...

A bit too close for comfort perhaps? Or maybe it’s just not in tune with the
Season after Epiphany in the Southern Hemisphere?

The church year as it is observed was conceived and developed in the
Northern Hemisphere. In the American north where | come from, it works to
sing “Silent Night” and pass candlelight through church in the dark of winter.

But the experience of these weeks is different in the Southern Hemisphere.

In 2019 | experienced my first devastating bushfire season. For days, | woke to
pink, smoky skies and hazy sun in Adelaide. Along with many of you, |
watched the horrible scenes of flames consuming bushland, neighbours
huddled on beaches, and kangaroos jumping into the sea.

As | prepared worship for the seasons of Advent, Christmas and Epiphany that
year, the familiar scriptures and songs featuring images of fire and light raised
a heartfelt and profound question for me: What kind of light is this?

| invite us to keep this question in mind as we move through a time of
reflection that includes scripture and the voices of artists and musicians. You
might let the richness of these voices simply wash over you while a word or
colour or sensation strikes a chord that you might savour over the coming
days.

We will begin this time of reflection with a reading from the gospel. We’'ll
hear this reading twice and there will be a moment of silence after each
reading.

As the people were filled with expectation and all were
questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be
the Messiah, John answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you
with water, but one who is more powerful than | is coming; | am
not worthy to untie the strap of his sandals. He will baptize you
with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand to
clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary,

but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”

Now when all the people were baptized and when Jesus also had
been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the
Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a
voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you |

am well pleased.”



The image before us is a watercolour by Italian-born architect Lauretta
Vinciarelli. As an architect, Vinciarelli resisted what she saw as a greedy
utilitarianism of developers that threatened to take hold at the time, and she
turned to paper and paint to explore space in new ways. Watercolour helped
her to move beyond concrete forms like walls, ceilings and furniture.

In both her art and her architecture, she wanted to enliven and serve
imagination and beauty. Rumi’s quote “Let the beauty we love be what we
do,” comes to mind for me.

Like many of her paintings, Orange Sound is autobiographical. The orange and
ochre, for instance, are inspired by Vinciarelli’s adopted home in Southwest
Texas. Where does the colour and light take you? What memories, if any,
surface as you gaze on this image?

But wait, there’s morel...
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This image is in fact part of a series of seven paintings.

Vinciarelli’s Orange Sound Project depicts seven, glowing, container-like
structures filled with various amounts of water. What more is added?

Vinciarelli said there is no ‘right order’ to this series. Rather, she encouraged
the audience to play with the sequence as one might play with the seven
notes in musical scale, each viewer creating a unique song. Imagine tapping
each container as one taps water glasses or crystal singing bowls. What is the
song you hear at this time? is it major? minor? joyful? melancholy?
energetic?

Finally, in Vinciarelli’s series, we see an invisible if not an uncreated light
source that gives a sense of transcendence. What word, colour, or sensation
does Orange Sound evoke in you?

What kind of light is this?

| would humbly suggest that questions like this are central to the Christian
life.

They may be phrased with different words or engaged beyond words but,
however we ask them, questions about divine encounter energise the
spiritual life.

Where do we sense Spirit at play? What is the play of Spirit like? What is its
nature? its quality and tone?

What’s more, how we answer such questions gives shape to our baptismal
vocation as individuals and as a community. In other words, the kind of light
we perceive in Christ is reflected in the kind of light we hope to be in the
world.

Let us imagine ourselves on the shores of the Jordan River of the gospel once
again. What do we see? What do we hear?

Now when all the people were baptized and when Jesus also had
been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the
Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a
voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you
I am well pleased.”

| notice that Luke does not include the story of Jesus’ baptism itself. There’s
no conversation between Jesus and John, no actual immersion or otherwise
in the water, no heavens opening as Jesus rises from and parts the waters.
The act of baptism seems to be incidental to what comes after.

| also notice Jesus is among those who were baptised. The gospel writer does
not position Jesus separate from the crowd, but places him in the midst. He
has well-and-truly come near and is one with us.

There, among the people, Jesus is praying. Jesus is at prayer when the Spirit
comes upon him and affirms his beloved nature.



What we know and what we will hear again as the gospel story unfolds is that
Jesus’ beloved-ness and God’s being well-pleased will not protect him from
challenge and suffering. Indeed, it will often propel him to make his way in
and through long-forgotten places and the shadows of death.

The centrality of prayer for Jesus is not an escape from harsh realities nor
does it lead to non-engagement and disassociation from them. His is not a
prayer that buffers him from real life. Instead, Jesus’ prayer and the
affirmation he encounters within it ennobles, frees, and informs his
responses.

Poet and essayist Maria Popova writes:

In these bloodthirsty times,

to praise is an act of courage and resistance.
To insist on what is beautiful

without turning away from the broken.

To bless what is

simply for being,

knowing that none of it had to be.

The bloodthirsty potential of unredeemed and unrestrained power is
endlessly on show. There is much that requires our attention and action. To
be still and silent and prayerful in the face of it, even for a time, can feel
irresponsible and ineffective, if not a self-indulgent quietism.

Yet experience shows that the kind of responses that come from
contemplative practices like those we observe can make every difference.

On the podcast she co-hosts with Parker Palmer, singer/songwriter Carrie
Newcomer tells the story of a photograph she saw recently that she says
‘brought her to her knees'. It is a photo of parents and caregivers holding
hands along the footpath of a Chicago primary school. The adults formed two
lines from the drop off area to the front door so that all the children could
enter the building without fear of being taken by ICE agents.

As we’ve seen in recent days, even the most seemingly benign acts and
gestures come with great risk.

The idea that such a thing is needed breaks our hearts and inflames our
anger, as it rightly should. But hopefully the picture described by Carrie
Newcomer also reveals what is possible when imagination, beauty, and love
are kindled and allowed to shape a community. When the means themselves
are able to bamboozle and subvert the powers that be.

So let us keep asking: Where do we sense the light shining now? What kind of
light is this? And what is the imaginative, beautiful, loving response?



