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Full disclosure: This is a rewrite of a 2008 sermon and I am indebted to an essay 
by William Willimon for this way of engaging this text. While this might be heavy 
theological sledding, it gets at, what for me, is a central existential question.   

 
In 1902 William James, a Harvard psychologist-turned-philosopher, published “The 
Varieties of Religious Experience.” It’s a series of lectures delivered at the University of 
Edinburgh concerning the nature and study of religion. It was dense and heady and ahead 
of its time, but toward the end James writes: 
 

The God whom science recognizes must be a God of universal laws exclusively, a 
God who does a wholesale, not a retail business. He cannot accommodate his 
processes to the convenience of individuals. The bubbles on the foam which coats 
a stormy sea are floating episodes, made and unmade by the forces of wind and 
water. Our private selves are like those bubbles… their destinies weigh nothing 
and determine nothing in the world’s irremediable currents. 

 
That is a beautiful and dark image.  

God is distant, removed, abstract, impersonal, and immutable. God is not the 
shopkeeper on the corner whose face you recognize and whose name you know; 
God is a big box God. God is Wal-Mart and we’re just bubbles floating in the 
foam of a stormy sea.  

 
This “wholesale God” (Marcus Borg) is above and beyond and behind every idea of God. 
And while God is familiar; God is mysterious and mushy and vague. I think this 
universal, distant deity is a common contemporary notion of God. Ask your random-
spiritual-but-not-religious-mostly-secular-kinda-go-to-church-neighbor and they’ll 
probably point to this sort of wholesale God…  

 
In fact, in his highly regarded study of the religious lives of American adolescents 
Christian Smith coined the phrase, “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” to describe our most 
popular ideas of God. Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is captured in this creed:  
 

1. A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over human life 
on earth. 

2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the 
Bible and by most world religions. 

3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself. 
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life except when God is 

needed to resolve a problem. 
5. Good people go to heaven when they die. 

 



Sound at all familiar? God is an affable uncle who sits off in the other room, but who you 
only see on holidays and at funerals. He’s kind and gentle and always has a peppermint.  
You sort of wish you knew him better, but he lives in some quaint town in Kansas, far 
removed from the chaos, complexity, and challenges of life. A big box God….  
 
Dear friends, the Gospel of John opens with a big box God.  
  

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. He was with God from the beginning. Through him all things were made; 
without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life 
was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has 
not overcome it…    John 1:1-5 

 
The God of those lines can’t be fully captured in the poet’s lyric or the philosopher’s 
ruminations. That God can’t be squeezed into our containers. That God fits only in a big 
box. And there is something familiar and comforting, and not very demanding, in that 
way of thinking about God. But, then the very next line reads. 
 
 There was a man sent from God whose name was John.   
       John 1:6 
 
And, suddenly from the rarified air of eternity, creation, light and dark, we’re talking to a 
clerk behind the counter who’s wearing a camel hair shirt tucked into a leather belt, with 
breath that has a faint hint of locusts and honey. For, with that quick turn, the Gospel of 
John went from wholesale to retail. And, no sooner have we met this shopkeeper and he’s 
pulling Jesus off the shelf. Just 23 short verses later John is pointing to Jesus.  
 
 Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! 
       John 1:29  
 
This whole “wholesale ~ retail” analogy might strike you as crass. It makes God a 
commodity, every church a local distributor, and Hope is little more than a mom and pop 
God shop. But, you get the drift….  
 
The issue here is what’s been called the scandal of particularity.  

Everything is fine until we locate God in a specific person. The idea of God is not 
necessarily offensive, it might even be quaint and reassuring, but the 
identification of God with an individual is unsettling and disruptive.  

God with calluses on his feet and dirt under his nails,  
God with a particular timbre of voice,  
God with a unique smell and a distinct name,  
God who needs his diaper changed, 
that’s where it gets difficult and divisive and dangerous.   

 
 
 



But. Let’s come at it this way…. 
I was a witness in a trial.  

The crime happened an arm’s length away from me. I had a clear, unobstructed 
view. I heard the noises, saw what transpired, and could recount the conversation 
that occurred during the crime. I took the stand and testified to what I saw, what I 
heard, and what I knew to be true. I was a window to what happened. 

 
John is described as a witness who testifies to Jesus Christ.  The Greek word for witness 
is martyria ~ from which we get martyr. In the Gospel of John some form of martyria is 
used forty-some times.  

And, as understood in first century Israel, when a witness testified to something, 
they staked their life on it. To bear false witness was a capital offense. Which 
helps explain how “martyr” is later understood in English as a witness who 
suffers or dies for the sake of his or her testimony. 

 
John is the first witness to Jesus Christ. 
And eventually, ultimately, John is one of the first martyrs for Jesus.  
John bore witness to Jesus.   

It wasn’t about what he did or who he was, it was about Jesus. When asked he 
deflected, “I am not the Messiah. I am not Elijah. I am not the Prophet. I am the 
witness.”  

 
And the staggering claim of John’s witness is that Jesus is the singular, unique, 
unparalleled and unrepeatable expression of God. The witness of John is not to a big box 
God, but to the particularity of Jesus of Nazareth, born in Bethlehem, during the reign of 
Caesar Augustus, while Quirinius was Governor of Syria. John bears witness to the meat 
cleaver mystery that God took expression in a specific time, and a specific place, and a 
specific person. 
 

There was a man sent from God whose name was John. He came as a witness to 
testify concerning that light, so that through him all might believe…  
     John 1: 6-7 

 
John bears witness to Jesus so that we might believe….  

The word for witness appears forty-some times in the Gospel of John, but some 
form of the word for “believe” appears about one hundred times.  

Now. The truth is that belief takes all sorts of shapes and finds all sorts of 
expressions but there is some link between bearing witness and coming to 
belief. John is a window to Jesus, and Jesus is the window to God, that we 
might believe…. 

 
And therein lies the rub.  

In his opening sales pitch, John names Jesus as an expression of God who “takes 
away the sin of the world.” He testifies to Jesus as God’s “chosen one,” or in 
some manuscripts as “the Son of God.” And, for many in the marketplace of gods, 
in the mystery of how God would be located in a particular man that is  



too far to stretch,  
too much to take,  
too hard to believe,  

and we would run back to the comfort of a vague God tucked away in a big box. 
A moralistic, therapeutic deity is way more palatable. Or, we make peace with the 
particularity of Jesus.  

  
Part of what William James suggests in “The Varieties of Religious Experience” is that 
the study of religion should not be limited to an analysis of text, doctrine, and theology, 
but to understand religion you need to examine the experience, the life, the witness of the 
individual. Don’t just look at what religions claim, look at the experience of people.  
 
And, dear friends, some of you can testify to a lifetime of wrestling with God,  
and some of you can speak to the felt experiences of God’s presence,  
and some of you can tell the story of searching your whole life long, 
and some of you can bear witness to the love of Jesus….  

I don’t know how you experience Jesus, or what experience you attach to the 
name of Jesus, but we gather in what Karl Barth called the “impossible 
possibility” that God took expression in a specific time, and a specific place, and a 
specific person. We gather to proclaim that the way of God, that the light of God, 
that the face of God, is found in Jesus. And….  

We bear witness to that in the bread that we break and the cup that we share. 
We bear witness to that in seeking to follow the way of Jesus. 
We bear witness to that in finding Jesus in the company of his people. 
We bear witness to that as we are loved and accepted by Jesus. 
We bear witness to the mystery of God in Jesus. 

 
 Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!  
 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen.  
 


