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Introduction to Scripture


Today, on the Second Sunday after Christmas, I thought it might be good for us to revisit that classic text which we often read on Christmas Eve, the prologue of the Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John.


If this reading has been a puzzler for you over the years, know that this has also been true for me ever since that high school class with Mr. Burke back in the 9th Grade – who had us translate it. It didn’t make sense to me then, either before or after translation! 

Let me explain why this text has been hard for me, and perhaps for some of you. First, the prologue tells the story of Christmas, the same story which Luke tells with a cast of characters that includes Mary and Joseph and shepherds and angels, the same story which Matthew tells with magi from the East and gold and frankincense and myrrh and Herod. 
But John tells the story in a way his readers, steeped in Greek philosophy, Greek logic, and a Greek world-view, would readily understand and respect – but because we lack a similar background and context, and because in John’s telling there is a distinct lack of the narrative flow which make Luke and Matthew so accessible to us, we have a harder time. 
The second and related reason that this reading can be a struggle is its repeated reference to “the Word”. Again, John’s first readers would have understood what he was talking about here. “Word” is a translation of the Greek word “Logos”.  Any philosophically educated Greek of the time knew that “Logos” was more than just a spoken word; it was also the divine principle of reason that gives order to the universe; it is the reason there is anything at all; it is above change, outside space, beyond time. 

A Greek would have understood what John meant by “the Word” – but would have been floored by John’s assertion that the Word “became flesh and dwelt among us.” Reading from John, chapter 1…

Let me begin today by confessing my frustration at my inability to intellectually grasp what John is telling us about in his prologue, what theologians refer to as the mystery of the Incarnation. In preparation for this sermon I went back to my seminary textbooks, to the writings of Ireneus and Athanasius, those titans of theology in the 2nd and 4th centuries; I consulted modern–day theologians from North America and Asia, and so on. And while I took pages of notes and made countless false starts at writing, I found that in the end my prose was not up to the task of adequately saying what I believed needed to be said about this mystery, about something which, by definition, was a once and never repeated, ahistorical event.  

After beating myself up about this for quite a while, I finally took some solace from the fact that the Fourth Evangelist, John, himself found prose inadequate to his task. If his writing sounded to you more like poetry than prose, you are right – much of it was, in fact, a poem in its original Greek. And so today this sermon shall be a bit different from usual, and will unabashedly incorporate a couple of poems, which I hope will speak God’s saving Word to you when my prose fails – because Incarnation matters, in at least three ways.

1. The Incarnation Reveals God’s Love For Us

Incarnation matters, because in the Incarnation we see the depth, intentionality, and pursuit of God’s love for the world. John tells us that in Jesus Christ “we have seen his glory – [God’s glory] – full of grace and truth.” Christ reveals God to us, and what we see is a love that is more than a sentiment, more than an emotion, but instead is an embodied, power-filled way of being and giving. Patricia Wilson-Kastner writes,

“Jesus became flesh so as to show forth the love of God among us, a love which is not merely an expression of good will, but the power of an energy which is the heart, core, and cohesive force of the universe…. Christ is the human expression of God to us … not merely the new male person, but the one who shows all persons how to live. As a human he shows us what human self-possession and self-giving are. Thereby Christ shows us the link between divine and human, the cosmos and its conscious inhabitants.” (Imaging the Word, Vol. 3, United Church Press (1996) p. 107).


In the Incarnation we see that we are of such value to God that God deigns to do that which scandalized those who would protect God’s purity from the taint of this world – God come down into this messy existence, and experienced it in all the suffering and vulnerability and temptation that any human experiences. Humanity becomes the vessel of God, earth becomes God’s dwelling place. 

The Incarnation thus affirms that we are of value not only “in the sweet-by-and-by”, not only in some after-life away from this suffering world, but here, now, today. Through the Incarnation, Christ redeems this world, and these bodies. Christianity is not, as some would portray it, a religion which offers an escape from the world – no, the Incarnation affirms that this world, our lives, and these, our bodies, are of the utmost value and importance to God – and therefore should be of similar value and importance to each of us as well. 

Therefore, we are called to take care of every body. If God cares for our bodies so much, then, for instance, we ought to work to see that every body has access to adequate health care, regardless of income level or ability to generate income. It is a scandal that we, the richest nation in the world, at a time when we as a country know levels of wealth our parents could not even have dreamed of, are unwilling to provide this most basic of human necessities for our fellow citizens. If God cares for our bodies so much, then, for example, we ought to work to see that every body has shelter from the elements, housing, a place of refuge and retreat from nature’s fury. If God cares for our bodies so much, then, for example, we ought to care what our prone-to-obesity school children eat, and should work to see that unhealthy junk food and soda are banned from lunch menus and availability.


2. The Incarnation Reveals God’s Special Concern for the Most Vulnerable

Incarnation also matters because, in a world which throughout recorded history has embraced Darwin’s survival of the fittest, which has rewarded the strong, the powerful, and the wealthy at the expense of the weak, the oppressed, and the poor, the Incarnation affirms God’s special concern of the most vulnerable among us. 


“The Word became flesh and lived among us”, John testifies, but not just in a generalized, generic sense. God did not become incarnate to the son of the emperor in Rome, or, for that matter, to the daughter of J. P. Morgan or Bill Gates, but to a boy born to two peasants in impoverished Palestine long ago, in a country occupied by a foreign power, ruled by foreign armies, and ruinously taxed to fatten foreign coffers.

In the incarnation, God came to us a vulnerable child, yes, but also one who, although innocent of any crime, would come to be arrested, abandoned by his followers and friends, brutally tortured, and crucified. 


In the incarnation, God committed God’s self totally to the suffering of the world – to our suffering, yes, but especially to every place where humans know the reality of oppression and marginalization. 


Huub Oosterhuis understands the incarnation in this way:

“Your heart goes out

to insignificant and little things,

to children, to the poor –

these are your kingdom.

For you became yourself

Defenseless and humble,

Resembling a human word,

A piece of bread, a name 

That has to die.

(Huub Oosterhuis, trans. By Robert Bly, Imaging the Word, Vol. 3, p. 109.)


Incarnation matters because it reveals God’s love for us all, and because it is shows us God’s special concern, over and above that generalized caring, for the most vulnerable and suffering.

3. He Became As We Are So that We Might Become as He Is.

And Incarnation matters because God become incarnate, Jesus Christ was born to us, so that we might become like God. To embrace God’s Word, to hold onto in faith Jesus Christ, is to become born of God, to receive, as John puts it, “power to become children of God.” This is what we sing in the last verse of “O Little Town of Bethlehem”: “O Holy child of Bethlehem! Descend to us we pray; Cast out our sin and enter in; Be born in us today.” Not “be born to us today”, but “be born in us today.” The Incarnation happened so that frail, sinful, erring humanity, could be restored to the abundance of life for which we were intended. 

Can you imagine that – incarnation as something that happened not only long ago to the child of Mary and Joseph, but something that might happen – can happen – within you? Antonio Machado could, almost, in his poem, “Last Night”.

“Last night, as I was sleeping,

I dreamt – marvelous error! –

That a spring was breaking

Out in my heart. 

I said: along which secret aqueduct,

O water, are you coming to me,

Water of a new life

That I have never drunk?

Last night, as I was sleeping,

I dreamt – marvelous error! –

That I had a beehive

Here inside my heart.

And the golden bees

Were making white combs

And sweet honey

From my old failures.

Last night, as I was sleeping

I dreamt – marvelous error! –

That a fiery sun was giving

Light inside my heart.

It was fiery because I felt

Warmth as from a hearth,

And sun because it gave light

And brought tears to my eyes.

Last night, as I slept,

I dreamt – marvelous error! –

That it was God I had

Here inside my heart.

(Antonio Machado, trans. By Robert Bly, Imaging the Word, Vol. 3)

“That it was God I had here in my heart.” Amen.
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