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PRAYER OF THE DAY
O GOD OF GRACE AND GLORY,
\WE REMEMBER BEFORE YOU
TODAY OUR BROTHER, JOHN
SIBLEY BAKER. WE THANK YOU
FOR GIVING HIM TO US TO
KNOW AND TO LOVE AS A
COMPANION IN OUR
PILGRIMAGE ON EARTH. IN
YOUR BOUNDLESS
COMPASSION, CONSOLE US
WHO MOURN. GIVE US YOUR
AID, SO WE MAY SEE IN DEATH
THE GATE TO ETERNAL LIFE,
THAT WE MAY CONTINUE OUR
COURSE ON EARTH IN
CONFIDENCE UNTIL, BY YOUR
CALL, WE ARE REUNITED WITH
THOSE WHO HAVE GONE
BEFORE US; THROUGH YOUR
SON, JESuS CHRIST OUR LORD.
AMEN.
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Liturgical Day: Celebrating the Life and Faith of
John Sibley Baker

Sermon Title: Preceded in Death
Date: December 28, 2008

To Chuck; to Lynne and Michael; to all of you who are friends of our brother
John: grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ.

We're going to miss John around here. John was one of those people who
was just easy — just enjoyable to be with. He always had a warm smile and a kind
word for me every time I saw him. He had his share of suffering in his last few
years. The worst of it was losing his Janet. But there were health struggles and
challenges too. John wasn't one to complain much, though. He just gave you that
easy smile, and a slight shrug of the shoulders. We're going to miss John around
here.

Chuck and Lynne: I know you are going to miss him even more. He has been
sick for some time now, and you've had a while to prepare yourselves for this. But it
is still hard, and I know you will miss him a great deal. He was a wonderful father.
He loved you a great deal. You loved him too. And when there is deep love like
that, it makes it even more difficult to say farewell. So please know that this group
of friends will promise to hold you in our prayers, and we will be there for you if
there is ever anything we can do to support you.

John was a good friend of this faith community. He wasn't an active member
for many years. He really served more as Janet’s constant companion. He would
worship with us occasionally, but most of the time I spent with John took place
when I would bump into him with Janet at the local grocery store. We'd usually
stop and visit for a while. He was always interested to hear how things were going
here at Saint Peter, or what was happening with my family. John was a genuinely
caring man. A man who was really interested in others. Both he and Janet were.

It wasn't until recently that I learned John had been headed towards ministry
in his younger years. He was a faithful man, and had a love for the church. He was
also a reflective man. He loved to read — and you could find both theology and
philosophy books on his bookshelf. He liked to think about the meaning of scripture
passages, and he liked to wrestle with hard questions.

My guess is that John would have been a fine pastor. But some hard
experiences around World War II changed the course of his life. He lost his love for
the church for a while. But he never lost his love for God. He continued to think,
and pray, and strive to be the person God called him to be. He was proudly
supportive of Janet’s involvement both in the church and in the community, but for
the most part, it was Janet that we saw around Saint Peter.

I've been thinking a lot about the two of them since John died. As the
newspaper obituaries put it, John was "preceded in death” by Janet, his wife of
nearly fifty years. “Preceded in Death” — it is an interesting turn of the phrase, isn't
it? Usually it means that someone who was close to the deceased had died before
he or she did. “Preceded in death” — it is a phrase that puts the person we are
remembering in the context of their family. It hints at the larger story of who has
influenced that person’s life, and at what good byes they have had to say along the

way. But today, it occurs to me that there is another

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America Wway to interpret that short phrase. It may be that
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some times, when a person precedes a loved one in
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death, it has to do with more than chronology. It may be that there is a sense of leading and guiding involved
when someone precedes another in death. That certainly was the case with Janet and John. Although John
wasn't a church-going man for a good share of his life, his faith grew strong over the years. And when Janet
passed from this life to the next, it had an impact on John. It brought him back to the church. It allowed him
to recommit himself to weekly worship. Once she was gone, John rarely missed being with us on a Sunday
morning. Worship was a way for John to stay connected with her, and it was also a way for him to nourish his
faith, which connected him with God. When Janet died, she preceded John — she went ahead of John — she
led him and guided him back to this community of faith, where for two and a half years he was loved and
nurtured and encouraged.

There was a deep current of faith running through this man. I saw it most clearly in our last visits. John
was deciding whether or not to allow the doctors to start him on a chemotherapy routine. He was concerned
that the treatments might be so demanding that his quality of life would suffer. I was struck by how thoughtful
and purposeful he was in thinking the issues through. But I was even more struck by how unafraid he was of
the possibility that he would die soon. More so than most, it appeared to me that John was completely
comfortable with the prospect of going to be with God, and actually looking forward to having his hope of
being reunited with Janet fulfilled. You learn a lot about a person’s faith when death comes near. John faced
his own death without fear — a sign of a man whose faith is certain, and who had learned how to trust in God.

This afternoon we read the Gospel lesson appointed for Christmas Day. It is a beautiful lesson. As I've
said many times, it is one of my favorite scripture passages. Today, I am especially mindful of the 12" verse:

But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God,
who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.

As we think about John, and what was the essence of his life, we are mindful that John is one who
received the good news of Jesus Christ as a young man and who embraced that good news throughout his
life. John is one who believed in the promises given to him in baptism. John is one who truly became a child of
God. John’s faith was renewed in these past years, and it became his source of strength and hope and peace,
even as he considered the possibility of his own death.

It is hard to lose someone we love, especially during this time of year. At Christmas time, when the
whole world seems to focus on good will and good cheer, it is even more painful to experience loss and grief.
But at the heart of the Christmas season is an important message for those of us who are in pain. Christmas is
primarily a season when we remember that Christ was born in Bethlehem. But it is also a season when we
recall that Christ is born into our hearts and homes whenever we receive the good news of Jesus Christ;
whenever we believe in the promises given to us in baptism. I'm thankful that Christ found a place in John’s
heart. I'm thankful that we can say with certainty that John has gone on to be with his maker. I'm thankful
that even while we mourn his loss, we can take comfort in the knowledge that he is now in God's care.

In this Christmas season, may we also recognize the ways in which Christ is seeking to be born into our
lives. And may it fill us with faith, and hope, and love, and joy. Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (January 2, 2009)
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Gospel Lesson (English Text)

! In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. ? He was
in the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing
came into being. What has come into being * in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. °
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. ¢ There was a man sent from
God, whose name was John. / He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe
through him. 8 He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. ° The true light, which
enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. ° He was in the world, and the world came into being
through him; yet the world did not know him. ** He came to what was his own, and his own people did
not accept him. 2 But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become
children of God, ** who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of
God. ** And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a
father’s only son, full of grace and truth. '

Gospel Lesson (Greek Text):

' Ev &pxi fiv 0 AOYoc, kL 6 Adyoc fjv TTpOc TOV Bedv, kL Bedc fjv O Aoyoc. 2 odTog fiv
€V &pxA TTPOC TOV Bedv. ° TavTa O xOTOD EYEVETO, KXL XWPLC XOTOD EYEVETO OVOE V. 6
véyovev * ev aOTW) Twh v, KL 1 Twi fiv TO ¢ TWV &vBpWTTWVY ° KL TO GWC EV TH OKOTLX
daivel, kal 1) okoTix xOTO 00 KXTEAXPBEV. ¢ EyéveTo vBpwTToC, XTTEOTOXAMEVOC TTxp& Be0D,
ovopax xOTW Twavvng “ odTog ANBeV €lc paxpTLply vV uxpTLPRON TTEPL TOD PWTOC, v
TT&VTEC TTLOTELOWOLY Ol x0TOD. ® 00K Av EKELVOC TO PWC, AN’ v HXpTLPRAOT TTEPL TOD
dwToC. ? AV TO dWC TO GANBLVOV, O pwTICEL TTRVTX VOPWTTOV, EPXOUEVOV ELC TOV KOTHOV.
0 eV TW) KOTUW AV, KKL O KOTHOG O xUTOD EYEVETO, KXL O KOTMOC ®XUTOV 00K YVw. " €lc T&
181 AABev, kL ot dtot xTOV o0 TTXpEAXPBoV. 2 dooL 8E AaxBov x0TOV, EdwkeV KVOTOLG
€Eovoinv Tékvx Beol yevéaOat, Tolg TTLOTEVOLOLY €1C TO vouax x0To0, ° 00 0UK €€ XlMKTWY
0UdE €Kk BEANUATOC TXPKOC 0VE EK BEANUXTOC GVvEPOC &AN’ €k Beod EyevvhBnoav. ™ Kl 6
AOYOC OXPE EYEVETO KXL ETKAVWOEV €V NULV, KXL €0exaodpedx TAV d0ExV x0TOD, dOEXV WG
MOVOY€EVODC TTXPX TIXTPOGC, TTANPNC XX PLTOC KXL &AnBeixg. "

St. John 1:1-14, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of
Christ in the United States of America).

St. John 1:1-14, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren, Allen,
(© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).



