Incarnate and Eternal

One of the strangest, most mysterious doctringéseoChristian faith is the belief that in Jesus of
Nazareth, whose birth as a baby in a stable inl8e¢im we celebrate in this season, our Creator,
the God of Abraham and Sarah, became a human b&hgApostle Paul wrote that he
“proclaim(ed) Christ crucified, a stumbling-bloak dews and foolishness to Gentiles,” and
indeed the idea of God executed as a criminal sedsisrd to non-Christians even now. But the
concept that most radically divides us from ouridévand Muslim brothers and sisters to this
day is the idea that, in the words of Bob Marldfig“Mighty God is a living man.” But although
in our kindness and humility and desire to respieeteliefs of others we may shrink from
divisive ideas, the fact is that this troublesoropaept is key to the heart of our faith. If it had
been just another baby boy born in Bethlehem sddfé fears ago, we would not have the
reason to celebrate his life, work, teachings,fdeat resurrection. But neither would Jesus
have the meaning for our lives that he does ifdua teen some sort of divine apparition and not
fully human. We find in the prologue to the Gospklohn both the culmination of a strand of
Jewish thought on how God directly touches Godestion and a radically new pronouncement
of incarnation. And it is through our celebratminChrist Jesus as both eternal and incarnate that
we discover the meaning, the calling of faith isukeon our own lives.

In saying, “In the beginning was the Word,” Johrsw@at saying anything startling. He is
merely referring to an idea that we find in Siraatook of Scripture which in Protestant
tradition has been relegated to “second classtistatthe Apocrypha but which was certainly
known and used as Scripture by Jesus’ contemperadiehn’s idea also derives from another
book in our Apocrypha called “The Wisdom of Soloniaand in the more familiar book of
Proverbs and even in Genesis. In these Scriptiiresictivity of God’s creative power is
attributed to God’s Wisdom or spoken word. Wekabbw that in Genesis, God spoke and things
came into being. The repeated formula is “God,sh&t there be...” and there was...” Later in
the Scriptures, we find the personification of WWiesdom of God accompanying or assisting God
in God’s creative workIn the Wisdom of Solomon we find thisWith you is wisdom, she who
knows your works and was present when you madediniel; she understands what is pleasing
in your sight and what is right according to yoanmemandments.” In Proverbs, Wisdom says of
herself, 'when God marked out the foundations of the edntm t was beside him, like a master
worker.”

As Jewish thought moved from being expressed irrélelo Greek, the concept of Wisdom
(Zodia in Greek) was also connected with the idea of Wiloyoo. In the Wisdom of
Solomon 9:1-2, we read “O God of my ancestors ad bf mercy, who made all things by
your word, and by your wisdom have formed humankifidAoyooc andZzod1a, Word and
Wisdom, are the same. The great Jewish philosppthép of Alexandria who lived at the same
time as Jesus and John, calledxbgoao, “the tiller with which God, the Pilot of the Urevse,
steers all things.” Moreover, the Targums, trainstes of the Old Testament from Hebrew to
Aramaic which were completed around this same timed the phrase “the Word of God” as a
substitute for the unpronounceable name of God.J&bn’s original audience, the phrase “the
Word was God,” was a simple truth. They understbedwWord and Wisdom of God to be the
way in which God impacted the world which God hashted.

Now, | cheerfully admit that all of this is somewlesoteric, interesting mostly to those of us
who are fascinated with languages and the histbphibosophy and theology and things that
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have very little impact on everyday life in thelre®arld. In other words, “So what?” Those
first verses of John’s Gospel might be little mtivan an elevated sort of retelling of the story of
creation, a poetic praise to the Creator muchtlikePsalms, only written later. But in the
fourteenth verse, everything changes. The grestgber William Barclay called verse 14 “the
sentence for the sake of which John wrote the RdBaspel”: “And the Word became flesh,
and lived among us...”

Now John is claiming radical things, at least tadical things. First, that the man Jesus, the son
of a poor family from Nazareth, born under suspisicircumstances, is in fact the creative
energy of God on earth, the Word and the Wisdoesugl is the eternal One. This Jesus,
according to John, is the embodiment of God’s geawktruth, the fullest and truest revelation to
humankind of God Godself. From this point forwardhe Gospel according to John, the reader
or listener must understand every word that comma flesus’ mouth as having the very
authority of God. Jesus is not one who studiesitedprets the revealed words of Godjse

the Word of God. For those who believe in his naneegives power to become children of

God, to join him as heirs of the Kingdom of Goditiggpants in the Beloved Community.

| want to dwell for a moment on that last statensemd | hope you will indulge me in a little

more word study this morning. In verse 12, Johitesithat the Word gives this power to
become children of God to “all who received him ondelieved in his name.” The word used
for received is\appavo, a form of “take.” It carries some special coratimns, including the

idea of receiving a gift but also the idea of apiating something as one’s own. There is the
sense here that our adoption into God’s familyoistimgent not only upon our receiving the free
gift of grace revealed in Christ Jesus the Word,d&o in our learning to make the life of Jesus
and the grace of God integral parts of our ownsljVetting the Spirit of the Word affect the way
we think and act in all ways. We are called tenee Jesus and the truth of his existence into the
core of our beings. Likewise, as is often poirdatiby preachers, believing on his name is not
merely intellectual assent to an idea, but a fiiMgd out, active kind of faith. It is our owntlg
incarnation — allowing our belief to take flesh.islalso worth noting that there is a proposition
implied in believing “on his name.” The name afktkVord become flesh, remember, is Yeshua,
“God Saves.” An active belief in Jesus’ name igngcas though we truly believe that it is God
who will save us — not our belongings, not our f&sj not our political party, not our finances,
not our activities, not even our theology, but G&bd saves us, freely and lovingly. This is the
belief that the Word calls us to act out.

In saying that the Word has become flesh, Johmoslaiming the fulfillment of God’s promise

to Israel. Jesus is Immanuel, God with Us. Jeshsth eternal and incarnate. No longer do
God’s people have to conceive of a God behind tinain of the Holy of Holies in Jerusalem,

no longer do they have to wait for God to come démom a heavenly throne. God is right here.
Sr. Joan Delaplane writes, “No longer can we saydlr God could not understand what it's

like to struggle against the cold, to have to fleanother country, to be betrayed by a friend, to
grieve the loss of a loved one, to fear sufferind ar death, to experience a seeming absence of
Abba. No, our God has truly walked our walk; Gof¥srd of Love has truly taken flesh.”

John uses a wonderful Greek word in verse 14 thgligh has flattened out into “lived among
us” in reference to the place of the Word becoreghflin our lives. The Greekdsitaoknvo
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and it literally means “he pitched his tent with”u#t recalls a similar phrase in Sirach.
Wisdom, thehoyoa, says, “Then the Creator of all things gave merarmnand, and my Creator
chose the place for my tent. He said, “Make yomelting in Jacob, and in Israel receive your
inheritance.” It also calls to mind the way tléa®d was said to have lived in the midst of the
traveling Israelite encampment during the Exodus, ient reserved for the Divine Presence. It
is symbolic of God’s presence with God’s people wireey are on the move, in danger, living
rough, preoccupied with just staying alive in a \dull of trouble. That is when we most need
God to be with us, when our lives are like rougmpsites with no amenities, when survival is a
struggle. And that is how God chooses to be wsthua tent, sharing our difficulties, ready to
go with us in the wilderness.

John says of this incarnate God who joins us intentted community that “we have seen his
glory, the glory as of a father’s only son.” Thé&s@nother word play here, this time in Hebrew.
According to Roger Hahn of Nazarene Theological iBang in Kansas City, “In Hebrew the
verb "to tent” was shachan, which was a cognatbeofvord shechinah -- the word often used in
the Old Testament for the glory of God. The ro@a@f shechinah is the presence of God - that
is the meaning of glory. It was in the becominglfl@and in the tenting experience of Jesus that
we saw God present and at work. That was truegnrtbarnation; it has always been true of the
God of the Bible. He is especially present in tbeihg, rejected, and rough edges of human
life.” The glory of God is revealed in God’s cdoe us needy humans.

Not only is the Incarnate Word, Jesus of Nazatéthrevelation of grace and truth according to
John but “from his fullness we have all receivedcgrupon grace.” Many commentators point
to the relationship between the New Testament qurafegrace and the Old Testament idea of
hesed, God'’s steadfast love and faithfulness. The gBeiish Baptist scholar George Beasley-
Murray, whom | was privileged to hear teach on thig, has written that the Greek construction
of “grace upon grace,” “appears to indicate thasHrgrace replaces grace received, and will do
so perpetually.” Jesus, the eternal and incarbaitegs into the midst of our rough lives love
that is inexhaustible. God does not come dowrstwith the fire of destruction but with the fire
that lights our lives and warms our hearts — tredf love.

As a boy, | loved the imaginative and inspiredidiotof Madeline L’'Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time
I’'m so glad, as an adult, to be discovering heeothork, including this poem on the
incarnation, entitled “The First Coming:”

He did not wait till the world was ready,

till men and nations were at peace.

He came when the Heavens were unsteady,

and prisoners cried out for release.

He did not wait for the perfect time,

He came when the need was deep and great.

He dined with sinners in all their grime,

turned water into wine. He did not wait

till hearts were pure. In joy he came

to a tarnished world of sin and doubt.

To a world like ours, of anguished shame

he came, and his Light would not go out.
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He came to a world which did not mesh,
to heal its tangles, shield its scorn.

In the mystery of the Word made Flesh
the Maker of the stars was born.

We cannot wait till the world is sane

to raise our songs with joyful voice,

for to share our grief, to touch our pain,
He came with Love: Rejoice! Rejoice!

I would say that joyous, ecstatic worship is inddezlonly proper initial response to the Good
News of the Incarnation but | believe that anotihere complicated and strenuous response
must follow. For in the act of incarnation, God et only come down to us but God has also
reminded us that all humankind is made in the in@d@od. Truly only Jesus among human
beings was God but in each human face we are dalleee the image of our Creator, the one
whom Jesus called Abba, Papa. And if we answecalling to see the traces of the incarnation
in each face, then how can we pass by the homatesthe hungry? How can we allow bombs
to rain down upon civilian homes and soldiers fwerand pillage in war zones? How can we
allow ourselves to hate our brothers and our sigterany reason at all?

For though the Resurrected Christ ascended inteemealthough Jesus the Incarnate One no
longer walks among us in the flesh of his Bethleliém, the incarnate body of God is still
among us. We call her the Church and we are herlress. Now it is our task to bring Good
News to the poor and comfort to the afflicted. wesremember symbolically this morning the
enfleshing of God with bread and see the spillihgesus’ blood in the redness of the grape, let
us remember the incarnation that must happen iauesy day. In the words of Theresa of
Avila:

“Christ has no body now but yours,

no hands but yours,

no feet but yours.

Yours are the eyes through which

Christ's compassion must look out on the world.

Yours are the feet with which

He is to go about doing good.

Yours are the hands with which

He is to bless us now.”

In the name of the Father and of the Son and ofitilg Spirit, Amen.
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