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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski on the Second Sunday of Christmas, January 3, 2010
Year C:  Sirach 24:1-12; Wisdom of Solomon 10:15-21; Ephesians 1:3-14; John 1:1-18

In the beginning was the Word, 





and the Word was with God, 










and the Word was God.
With those words the author of the 4th Gospel launches into a poetic theological and historical account that includes a description of the creation and incarnation.  The story from “the beginning” to the Incarnation is incredibly brief in the 4th Gospel.   The Nativity story is swiftly told without the help of herald angels or frightened shepherds.  We have one sentence; just 23 words in the Greek text.  No mention of Mary, no details about the struggle to get from Nazareth to Bethlehem, no talk about the trouble finding a place to stay, no details about the birth.  Nothing more than simply telling us in poetic language that God existed before time and space; God created all that is and was; and that God became incarnate; God became flesh – and – God incarnate lived among us! 
The 4th Gospel is very much at odds with Greek philosophical thinking.  Even in the second decade of the 21st century we are still influenced by Greek philosophy such that it clouds our understanding of God’s actions and purpose – not just as recorded here but in general.  From Greek philosophy we have this rather ingrained belief that the flesh and earthly things are bad and that spiritual things are good and pure.  It’s funny in a way because that kind of thinking is not at all Judaic and is certainly not the way that Jesus and his contemporaries would have thought about life.  Jesus would have thought more in experiential and not intellectual terms. 
To understand God, to come to grips with the bodily arrival of Jesus on the scene, to deal with all that we hear in the Bible as a whole, we need to be more Judaic in our thinking and not try to be Greek philosophers.  This Gospel portion helps with some of that as it addresses the paradox of God in poetic language and it can, if we let it, take us from an intellectual and rather philosophical, to a more relational outlook and understanding of our seemingly paradoxical God and what God has done out of sheer love for us.  

Here we have poetic language trying to describe and convey the marvel, the mystery of God existing and being creative beyond our limited imaginations and doing things that often seem to make no sense to us mere mortals.  God, the Almighty, the Three in One and One in Three, existed before time and made all that has been made.  Think about it.  The created world was given to us humans to occupy and to rule but we managed to make a mess of it.  From the first mess, God promised help with the clean-up and restoration to the original design.  God provided help from the very first mess in the form of guidance delivered by a variety of prophets.  
Today we continue to celebrate the Nativity, the result of God’s decision to come to us literally by being born, taking on human flesh, coming to be one of us in order to show us how to clean up the mess we’ve made and return ourselves and creation to the original design of the Almighty.   Emanuel, God with us, has come to us to lead by example not dictate.  The Christ of God has come to engage us in the rescue operation that God has set in motion.
(
“And the Word became flesh and lived among us…”  The Greek word translated as “lived” in the version we heard this morning is eskenosen which literally means “tented.”  So a more literal translation of the Greek would read:

And the Word became flesh and did tent among us...

We’ve been told that God came in the flesh and set up tent with us.  God incarnate, the Word became flesh and set up tent as in the days when Wisdom set up her tent with Israel.  Again God comes to us, not to us as individuals but to us as community, as a family.  God pitches the tent of the Most High right in the midst of the muck and mire of our community.  
That is incredible news:  the Word was made flesh and lived among us.  With us!  God is with us – with all of us!  
God exercises divine power and majesty through a lowly birth into a family of no social status or importance in one of the worst towns in Israel.  God the Almighty takes the ordinary and uses it to convey extraordinary love and grace.
We’ve heard lots of talk about the true meaning and the real beauty of Christmas.  Here as we continue to celebrate the Season of Christmas we know that it isn’t about some cute baby born in one of the poorest and roughest cities in Israel at the time.  The beauty and meaning of Christmas is that God doesn’t stay aloof and play puppeteer.  God is with us in the midst of the muck and mire of our everyday lives as well as being with us in the good and wonderful times.  
What we hear in this Gospel portion includes an interesting lesson about love and relationships.  Think about the risk of this kind of love.  How many times have you reached out to help someone only to be rejected?  I know that all of us have had some experience with the pain that comes from rejection.  Yet God has reached out to help us, over and over.  And God has been rejected by us over and over but that didn’t stop the Divine from loving us so much and taking the ultimate risk to reach out, become one of us, live in an earthly body with and among us.  God loved us, cared about us enough to take the risk to become incarnate, live among us in order to rescue us from the mess – the mess of our own making.
During the service of lessons and carols at the National Cathedral on December 23rd, the dean of the cathedral, Sam Lloyd, managed to get my attention when he preached.  First, because he is a really good preacher and secondly because he talked about a song that is probably familiar to all of us titled: From a distance.   I cringed and wondered where in the world he was going.  
He went on to remind us of the one line that is repeated in the song, namely:  God is watching us from a distance.   He mercifully eradicated my concern when he pointed out that this kind of thinking is counter to Christian theology and totally counter to our celebration of Christmas.  
Dean Lloyd went on to point out that Christian theology is grounded in the Nativity which strongly underscores our belief and understanding that God is with us.  We believe that God is not aloof, not far-off.    And as he continued preaching, he made me chuckle when he said that God is not at all like some grandparent who comes to spoil the grandkids or just baby-sit.   

I’m sure there are those who might prefer that God would be far off or that God would behave like some benign, aged albeit wizened grandparent.  But that is not the reality of the God we know and we know God by the Word made flesh.  We get to see in Jesus the un-seeable God. Through the Word made flesh we get to know the unknowable God.   And throughout the history of God with creation as recorded in the Bible, we know that our God is all about community.  God is for us and God is with us.  God is not manipulating or dictating.  The life of Jesus helps us see that God wants us to live in a healthy and supportive relationship with God and with one another.
We continue the annual celebration of Christmas today as we continue to celebrate the Word made flesh who deigned to come and has set up tent among us. 

What an amazing thing!  God with us!  God is so focused on relationship, is so serious about relationship that the Word becomes human in order to be with us, to show us the way by living as an example, not watching and dictating from a distance.
And it is even more amazing because the Incarnation is not really just about Jesus being God and taking on human flesh but the Incarnation is amazing because God did take on human flesh making it clear that humanity is important to God and that being of flesh and blood is good.  
We have a Divine guide, a Divine sibling who is God incarnate here to show the way to true life.  Through Jesus we are invited to restore and renew ourselves and the creation and establish the kind of community that was in the Divine plan – echoing the community that is the Holy Trinity.  We are invited to regain the image of God, reflect the life of the Trinity in each of us.  
(
Part of the Opening Rites of the liturgy during the Season of Advent was a reminder (as we lit the Advent wreath) of our responsibility and the joy we should feel as we prepared ourselves for the Nativity, to hear once more the message of the angels, to go to Bethlehem, and see the Savior lying in the manger.

This morning, I invite you to join me this day to hear and heed the history found in Holy Scripture of God’s loving purpose from the time of our rebellion against God until the glorious redemption brought to us by God’s most holy Child, the Word made flesh, Jesus.  

Now as we continue the yearly celebration of Christ’s birth with prayer and praise, with joy and awe, the angels may be missing from this morning’s retelling of the Nativity, but if we let ourselves go, get caught up in the poetry of the Gospel, it can still take us to Bethlehem and allow us to see this marvelous act of love that God has done so that we can confidently sing out and praise God with joy and enthusiasm – and with hearts full of thanksgiving. 
