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During his lifetime the 17" century French painter Georges de la Tour
painted pictures that the King of France admired. But not long after he died,
Georges de la Tour disappeared completely. For more than 250 years he was
“lost.” His paintings hung in public and private galleries all over Europe and the
United States, but they were all mistakenly attributed to other artists. It has only
been within the past 100 years that Georges de la Tour’s paintings have been
properly identified through painstaking research and he has been given the credit
for his artistic genius that he most certainly deserves.

Georges de la Tour was a “candlelight painter” (image 1). The most
striking thing about many of his most important paintings was the way that he
used the light of a candle to illuminate an otherwise dark scene (image 2). Many
of his paintings have religious themes (image 3). He is known to have painted
several images of Mary Magdalene contemplating her life as a prelude to her
conversion to Christ. And his painting of Joseph and Jesus as a boy in the
carpentry shop is well known and is one of my personal favorites (image 4). But
far and away Georges de la Tour's most famous painting is the one called “The
Newborn” (image 5).

“The Newborn” is a painting of two half-length women and a newborn
baby. The scene is illuminated by a candle shielded by one of the women’s
hands. And the question has always been, just exactly who are they? Some
have suggested that this is just an ordinary family scene; something you would
probably see at the birth of any child in the country in 17" century France.
Others get even more specific and suggest that it is actually a portrait of Georges
de la Tour's mother, wife and infant child. But most people view it as a
Christmas picture; a scene of St. Anne, Mary’s mother holding the candle, and
Mary herself holding the baby Jesus. Now, there is nothing in this painting that
makes this religious interpretation obvious. None of the features of a typical
nativity scene are here. But it is plausible that this is what the artist intended.
But there is at least one other theory. This just might be a picture of Jeannette
and Isabella.

We know for a fact that the anthem our choir sang this morning was a very
popular 16" century French children’s Christmas carol. “Bring a Torch”
describes what happened in every little French village on Christmas Eve. As the
midnight hour approached the entire community would gather at the church for a
special mass that quite often featured a live nativity scene. And so people would



make their way through the dark to the church on Christmas Eve depending on
torches and candles to light the way. And there is a tradition that says that it was
after one of these typical French country Christmas Eve gatherings that Georges
de la Tour went home and painted a picture of two milkmaids, Jennette and
Isabella, who came to the Bethlehem stable early on Christmas morning to tend
to the cows and found there instead the newborn baby Jesus. Is “The Newborn”
this painting? It certainly could be. But even if it isn't it, “The Newborn”
suggests what such a painting might very well have looked like.

In the painting, notice that the woman holding the candle has cupped her
hand in order to direct the light to the face of the baby in the other woman’s arms
(image 6). That baby is clearly the focus of the picture. The women are both in
the shadows; the baby is in the center. In this painting, the artist, Georges de la
Tour, is directing our attention to that little child. And | think that that's what this
carol “Bring a Torch” is asking of us here today. You see, Jeanette and Isabella
are representatives of you and me. With them we are being asked to “bring a
torch” to help illuminate the scene of the beautiful mother holding her beautiful
Son. And so this carol is an invitation for us to become Christ’s witnesses in this
season of His birth.

Now, | know that even the suggestion of the ministry of Christian witness
makes us nervous. We have been exposed to so many unhealthy models of
evangelism through the years that we now have an almost automatic gag-reflex
whenever the subject of sharing our faith gets broached. Still, we know that the
Great Commission is addressed to us; it remains an important part of what Christ
commands. And so when we get cornered by the Scriptures and the Spirit about
the necessity of being a witness for Jesus Christ as a part of our commitment to
Him as our Lord and Savior, we reluctantly agree and scramble for the line of
least resistance. We'll be witnesses alright, but silent witnesses.

Every Disciple | have ever known just loves this saying attributed to St.
Francis of Assisi the minute they hear it, “Preach the Gospel at all times, if
necessary use words.” “I'll let my life be my witness,” we like to say. “My
actions will be my testimony to Christ.” And frankly, this really isn’t such a bad
place to start. In fact, | truly believe that God can use us if we are prepared to do
at least this much. But we must be prepared to take our silent witness seriously,
and this means that we can’t lose sight of the fact that a silent witness is still a
witness.

Even as “silent witnesses” we have to make it clear just exactly who it is
that our attitudes and actions are pointing to. It seems to me that the key Biblical
text for this approach to the ministry of Christian witness is our Scripture lesson
this morning. In Matthew chapter 6 the followers of Jesus Christ are called the
light of the world. And Jesus said that the way our light shines is through the
good works that we do. People see these things and then they give glory to God
who is the source of them. You see, in silent witness our lives become open
windows through which other people are invited to look for God. And this means
that it's not enough for us just to try to be and to do good; the good we are trying
to be and do must be in the service of and for the glory of God. Mother Teresa
explained it like this —



There is always the danger that we may become only social workers, or
just do the work for the sake of the work. It is a danger if we forget to
whom we are doing it. Our works are only an expression of our love for
Christ. Our hearts need to be full of love for him, and that love has to be
expressed in action.... A Hindu gentleman said that they and we are doing
social work, and the difference between them and us is that they are doing
it for something, and we are doing it for Somebody. (42)

It's making the identity of this “Somebody” absolutely clear that is the issue if our
silent witness is to truly be a witness.

Pastor Steve Sjogren planted the Vineyard Fellowship Church in
Cincinnati, Ohio, following this silent witness strategy. After failing at more
aggressive and assertive approaches to the ministry of evangelism, Steve and
the members of his small congregation agreed to put into practice what they
called the “conspiracy of kindness.” They decided that they would demonstrate
the kindness of God in Jesus Christ by offering to do small acts of humble
service with no strings attached (17). And so on hot summer afternoons they
handed out bottles of cold water to people stuck in traffic jams. On crisp fall
afternoons they went block by block through targeted neighborhoods raking up
and bagging leaves. In the winter they shoveled the snow from people’s
driveways and sidewalks. And in the spring they gave away flats of blooming
flowers, and even offered to plant them for folks.

Before they were done, Steve and his flock had come up with dozens and
dozens of innovative ways to practically demonstrate the kindness of God:
Service station bathroom cleanings, umbrella escorts at the mall on rainy days,
car drying at self-service car washes, handing out bottles of Gatorade to people
on jogging trails and free oil changes for the cars of single mothers. They let
their light shine. They let their actions speak powerfully of grace: God’s
unmerited favor and unexpected kindness in Jesus Christ. And whenever people
asked them why they were doing what they were doing they simply replied,
“We're doing this as a way of showing you God'’s love in a practical way.” (135).

This is the cool cup of water in Jesus’ name that we’re so fond of invoking
in the ministry of silent witness (Matthew 10:41-42). This puts the emphasis on
the quiet ministry of kindness without ever losing sight of who it is that we are
doing it for. And this makes the “crux” of the ministry of silent witness our “deep
and abiding connectedness” with God in Jesus Christ.

We cannot witness to Jesus unless we know Him and love Him
ourselves. We cannot tell others a story that we do not really know for
ourselves. And we cannot speak of the transcendent meaning and
purpose possible in a relationship with Him unless we have experienced
them first ourselves. (Linn 48)

And this means that before we try to illuminate the scene of Christ’s birth for
others to see it must first be illuminated for us to see ourselves.



More than a decade ago, Gordon Miller, the Executive Director of World
Vision International in New Zealand, wrote an article in his Leadership Letter
(November/December 1992) about how people might more effectively share their
faith.  But rather than discussing evangelism strategies and witnessing
techniques as so many articles on this subject do, he took a hard look instead at
the people who felt like they should be sharing their faith. What do you have to
offer others, he asked? What has Christianity brought into your life that's worth
sharing with somebody else, he wondered? And then, based on his own reading
of the historic Christian creeds which are nothing more than an honest attempt by
the church to summarize what the Scriptures teach, Gordon Miller said that there
are five things of which he was sure and that he therefore needed to share —

1. A Great God;
2. A Wonderful Savior,
3. A Marvelous Helper, the Holy Spirit;
4. A Tremendous Family, the church;
5. And a Brilliant Future because of the promise of God.

So, how about you? Of what are you sure? And what can you share?

Our Christmas anthem this morning asks us to grab our torches with
Jeanette and Isabella, and to quickly come to the place where the beautiful
mother and her beautiful Son can be found. This is first of all an invitation for us
to come and see it for ourselves. Think of the shepherds in Luke’s account of the
nativity. We are told that they “came with haste” to the manger where Christ was
born (2:16). They needed to see for themselves this thing that had happened
(2:15), and so do we. Because we can't give away what we don’t have, our first
responsibility is to come ourselves, bending the knees of our hearts at the
manger in Bethlehem to see who is there and the difference it makes. And then,
when we have done this, just like the shepherds in Luke’s story of Christ’s birth, it
is spiritually incumbent upon us to then go and “make known” what we have seen
(2:17).Look again at that cupped hand in Georges de la Tour’s painting of “The
Newborn” directing the light of her candle to the face of Christ in the darkness.
This just may be the perfect image of what the ministry of Christian witness looks
like. It's about directing the light we hold to shine in otherwise dark places so
that the face of Jesus Christ might be seen.

Southern Baptist preacher and teacher Calvin Miller calls this “Christifying”
the worlds around us (75). He says that it's a way of consciously going through
life viewing “people and circumstances” as occasions of grace and moments of
witness. He says that he tries to “paint the face of the Savior” on the anxious
faces of the people he sees rushing by, and he tries to shine the light of God’s
care in “the most tangled of circumstances” (76). And he suggests that just “as
soon as they are autographed with his name, they yield to meaning and life” (76).

Calvin Miller has a friend who is a Roman Catholic priest. One night he
happened on a terrible automobile accident. A small family car had collided with
a gasoline transport truck, engulfing everyone involved in flames. No one
survived. And so that priest climbed out of his car, knelt down by the intense



heat, and prayed. He Christified the crisis. What good did it do? Calvin Miller
says that’s not the point. “His prayer Christified the event, It called to mind the
nature of true reality. (It bore witness to the fact that) there is a world more real
than this one where God watches and cares and loves” (76). And that’s all any
of us are asked to do.

Bring a torch, Jeanette, Isabella

Bring a torch, come swiftly and run.
Christ is born, tell the folk of the village,
Jesus is sleeping in His cradle,
Ah, ah, beautiful is the Mother,
Ah, ah, beautiful is her Son.

Hasten now, good folk of the village,
Hasten now, the Christ Child to see.
You will find Him asleep in a manger,
Quietly come and whisper softly,
Hush, hush, peacefully now He slumbers,
Hush, hush, peacefully now He sleeps
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