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Foreword

The Bright Shining Lights of past eras are the Christian people whose names and deeds have come down the centuries and are still known today. Their lives were remarkable in their times and still provide examples for us. Just as there are holy places, often ancient holy places, where people believe that the distance between Heaven and Earth is shorter, or where the air is thinner, so, also, there are some people who appear to others to walk closer to the Eternal World and whose communication with that realm is more easily accessed. Whether this is a Divine gift or a skill that can be learnt is a matter of dispute: perhaps a degree of both is involved. Never-the-less others were blessed by these people, whose light shines more brightly than most. 

Some of these greater lights were people of prayer, many of them pursued the ascetic life, renouncing the world and worldly pleasures and others were people of great faith, or wisdom, or good works. All were people of conviction and a number paid for those convictions with their lives.

Fortunately for this needy world the list of people considered here is not exhaustive, but just a few examples of people whose light shone brightly in a largely pagan world. 

Chapter 1

St John (c.10-c.96 A.D.)

John is one of the brightest of shining stars that the Church has ever known. How much the poorer would Christianity be without the Johannine literature? Both St John’s Gospel and notably the first of the three Johannine Epistles centre upon love of God and love of our others, which is the heart of the Christian life. John’s teaching comes straight to us from the Lord of whom John was not just an eyewitness, but a close companion. They were also blood relative. St John and Jesus were maternal first cousins as John’s mother, Salome, was Mary’s sister (Jn. 19.25; Mat. 27.56). John-the-Baptist was related to both Jesus and St John and it is generally accepted that St John (and his older brother James) began their ministry-careers as disciples of John–the-Baptist (a more-distant relative than Jesus was) but left the Baptist to follow Jesus. There were no hard feelings because the Baptist knew that Jesus must increase as he, himself, decreased.

St John’s father, Zebedee, was a relatively prosperous fisherman and a partner of Peter and Andrew in the ownership and operation of a number of boats that plied the waters of the famous Lake of Galilee, or Kinneret. John and his older brother, James, were a particularly close pair: together they went fishing, followed the Baptist, met Jesus, followed him and were part of his inner circle, along with Peter.​[1]

Since Antiquity it has been accepted that St John was the same person as ‘the beloved disciple’ who was present at the crucifixion, a “towering figure”​[2] an identification supported by many, including the late Professor R.V.G. Tasker who wrote: “(John) is almost certainly the disciple called ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved”.​[3]

Modern scholars, however, have contested that identification, but without being able to agree on an alternative. Was he the enigmatic John the Elder,​[4] Lazarus or another Judean who was not an apostle,​[5] Thomas,​[6] James the Just,​[7] or a woman, such as Mary Magdalene or the Samaritan woman.​[8] Antiquity, simplicity and economy of interpretation all point to Tasker’s conclusion.

There are yet other mysteries about the identity of this Apostle. Was he the writer of all three Epistles attributed to him and (separately) did he write the Apocalypse or Book of Revelation? Because of the many difficulties in answering these questions, material only from the Gospel of John and I John will be considered here because they provide ample evidence without having to re-engage with age-old scholarly battles.

In What Way Was St John a Shining Light?

(1) St John both understood and conveyed for posterity the essence of Jesus’ message. He was closer, both literally and figuratively, to the Master than any other disciple.

(2) During Jesus’ earthly life and afterwards John lived a life that exemplified Jesus’ teachings. 

(1) St John committed Jesus’ Message to writing, for posterity.

John’s gospel recounts no parables: the teaching is therefore less based upon pictures and imagery, although they are not entirely absent, as in the case of the Good Shepherd (Jn 10:11). More than any of the other three, John’s gospel is more abstract and does more than just recount the narratives, it interprets them and provides large slabs of Jesus’ teaching and his more abstract ideas, such as: life, truth, the world, abiding and witnessing.​[9]

John’s Gospel draws muted attention to the Messianic claims of Jesus and those parts of his life which point to a Messianic role, although John does not portray Jesus as an esoteric or otherworldly figure. (See John 14:26 and 16:14 jn 1:20, 25, 41; 4:25, 29 ;7:26, 31,41; 9:22; 11:27).

The theme of I John “little children, love one another for love is from God” (I John 3:7) is also a recurring theme in John’s Gospel. Here are some examples: 

	“All men will know that you are my disciples if you love one another” (Jn. 13:35)

	“as I have loved you, so you must love one another” (13:34)

	“As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you. Now remain in my love” (15:9)

	“My commandment is this: Love each other as I have lived you” (15:12).


The Love Theme in John’s First Epistle

Whoever loves a brother or sister lives in the light (I John 1:10)

Anyone who hates his brother is in darkness (1:11) 

Anyone who does not love his brother is not a child of God (3:10)

Anyone who does not love remains in death (3:14)

We should love one another (3:11  and 3:16) 

A passage on our love (4:7-12).

A long passage on the Love of God (from 4:16-21 through 5:1-5).

(2) The life that St John lived was exemplary.  

During Jesus’ years of ministry his immediate family members, particularly his brothers, did not accept his actions, his miracles or his teachings. Even worse still they thought he was insane. His cousins, the sons of Zebedee, James and John, remained loyal to their cousin, Jesus, and to each other. They provide an example of how close to each other brothers usually were in that culture. Jesus substituted Peter, James and John for the four brothers he could no longer either depend upon or relate to as he once had. To the exclusion of the other nine disciples, Jesus admitted the trio into his most personal and intense moments: his Transfiguration, his agony in the Garden of Gethsemane and the major miracle of the raising of a dead girl to life (Mk. 9:2; Mk. 14:33 and Mk. 5:37).

The youngest of the trio, John, was a kindred spirit of Jesus: like the kid brother he wished he still had. The touching scene at the Garden Tomb illustrates this. John, young and impulsive, reaches the burial place first but it is Peter, the man in charge, who brushes past him and enters the tomb. Yet it is insightful, perceptive John who discerns the meaning of the scene, whose spirit was receptive to a revelation of its grand meaning. “He saw and believed” (Jn 20:8) yet in recounting the event he was too modest to play spiritual one-up-man-ship by claiming that for himself, and refers to himself only obliquely.  

John was not a lone operator but worked jointly with the other disciples, notably Peter; for example he and Peter went together to the Temple (Acts 3:1), he and Peter were preaching together and were arrested together and brought before the Sanhedrin together (4:2-3); he and Peter went to minister to the Samaritans together (8:14). He was obviously one of ‘the pillars’ and performed an important leadership role with Peter in the early days before James, the Lord’s brother, emerged as a key leader and Peter, having escaped from prison, was forced to leave Jerusalem quickly for ‘another place’ (12:17).

As Luke 19:26 says, Jesus entrusted his mother into John’s care, perhaps because his brothers were not yet on-side. A strong church tradition holds that John and Mother Mary lived together in Ephesus.

Conclusions

John-ben-Zebedee was brave and willing to join the women at the Crucifixion. He kept the Church close to the teachings of Jesus, provided leadership for the Church, supported Peter’s leadership, performed miracles in the name of Jesus, prayed for the Samaritans to receive the Holy Spirit, modelled exemplary Christian behaviour, cared for Mary, expanded the mission of the Church into Asia Minor and exhorted Christians to love each other throughout his writings and has illuminated ‘the Way’ for the Church throughout its history.  

Chapter 2

St Polycarp of Smyrna  

The Earliest Church of relatives and followers of Jesus adhered to two princliples: they were led by relatives or close disciples of the Master and, secondly, the knowledge of the apostolic succession was preserved. For example, Bishop Polycarp of Smyrna was “a companion of the apostes” who
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Chapter 6 

St Macrina the Younger (c.327-379) 
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