THE ETERNAL BIRTHDAY OF THE WORD OF GOD

Sermon for Feast of the Incarnation (Christmas), December 24, 2008, 10 pm.

Reading: John 1:1-14

Sermon 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. 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….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. 

We all know the Christmas story, Mary, Joseph, the baby Jesus in a manger, shepherds, angels on high, wise men bearing gifts, king Herod plotting and so on. This is the story of birth of Jesus, the son of Mary. But this was not the beginning of the story, it was not the birth (though it was the incarnation, the word becoming flesh) of the Son of God. That story starts before the beginning, and John, not Matthew or Luke, is the evangelist who tells it.

He begins, like the Bible, at the beginning: In the beginning was the Word.

What does the evangelist John mean when he says, “In the beginning’? He is certainly thinking of and quoting the beginning of the Bible, the first sentence of the book of Genesis (a Greek word which means beginning): “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind (or breath or spirit) swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light.”

Therefore “the beginning,” both in Genesis and John, means the moment when God began to create the world, cosmos in Greek, the big bang as the cosmologists call it, the beginning of the universe, of heaven and earth, space and time and all the creatures in them.

And the Word is the Word of God that gives form and light and life to the void, the darkness and the stillness of the cosmos when it was only a thought (a word) in the mind of God yet to be spoken into being. Picture this Trinity then: Mind, Breath, Word.

The thought does not exist apart from the mind—“And the Word was with God and the Word was God.” Yet once put into time as a word through the will or breath of God then there is a separate sort of being; John calls this movement from stillness and void into being and becoming, life. “All things came into being through the Word, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being was life.”

Thus all things come to be through the word and will or spirit of God. The word is eternal, always with and part of God. Yet it became a particular word. The mind of God thought, let there be light. The word was spoken. Light. And there was light. There was life. “And the life was the light of all people.”

And so we celebrate the birth of the child Jesus, the embodied, human Word, son of Mary, and also the eternal birth of the Word, the Son of God, the form and light and life of the cosmos. Here’s to the light and the life of the world!

Wow. So what does this mean for me, getting up in the morning, getting the kids off to school, going to work, watering the plants, taking out the trash, paying bills, making dinner, making love, getting married, getting sick, living, dying?

Everything, nothing, it depends. It depends on how you look at life. If you like to know the big picture even when operating within a narrow focus, it helps. It helps, doesn’t it, to know that you are part of a great story, a history that began in the beginning and will go to the end. A history not totally random, one damn thing after another, as Henry Ford said, but a triumphant history, the unfolding of God’s plan for the world, a world intentionally created, spoken into being, and then allowed to become with a great deal of freedom. A world constantly changing—time is one of those great and mysterious words of God, along with space and light and life. A great big bang followed by eons of expansion, cooling, gravitational attraction forming stars, more explosions, creation of heavier elements, planets in their courses, the earth and the sea and the gases of carbon and oxygen. Life powered by the light of the sun and the processes of nature. The forms of life over the centuries and millennia, from five billion years ago until a moment ago, say 40,000 years, the emergence of modern humankind, the coming into consciousness, of language—and then there was the word of man—and from then the rapid evolution of culture, technology, science, the explosion of the species populating the ends of the earth, the multiplication of languages and the yearning, always the yearning for meaning, poised against the reality, the finality of death. From caves and trees to cities and field, to nations and empires. The human story. The birth, the search, the struggle, the joy, the sorrow, the getting up in the morning, going to work, hunting, gathering, birthing, dying.

And this is still the beginning of the story. For into this world of human birth, life and death came a child.

Born of a poor and homeless couple. Nothing special to look at, on the surface. Tucked away in a corner of the Roman empire, a member of one of the multitude of nations with its own god and myths. Not a long life, not particularly successful, in fact, it ended abruptly, as the man, convicted of blasphemy and treason, was executed on a cross. Buried, soon to be forgotten.

And then everything changed. Another big bang, another of what cosmologists call singularities—one time events, unique unrepeated occurrences. Impossible to predict or explain—yet they sometimes happen. The big bang, the resurrection. And so—extending the logic backward—such a man’s life suddenly acquiring great status, suddenly the stories and teaching remembered, treasured, passed on, written down, generation to generation, the continuing evidence of the power of God working through those who believe—the development of doctrine. Incarnation, Trinity, Everything changed. If what happened to Jesus was true, and his words were true, then he has solved the problem of sin and death. He has shown us the way, given us hope, his words and example bear repeated study, his teachings bear fruit: do not be afraid or anxious about the future, give generously, love even your enemies, forgive as you have been forgiven, endure your suffering with hope, help those in need—and so you help even God. 

For God is at work too. The word continues to be spoken Now it is being spoken through us0-this is our time, the breath of God, the life and light are in our eyes and lungs. Ours are the hands of the children of God. We continue Christ’s mission of reconciling the world, striving for justice and peace. In the midst of the daily grind we see the glory of God—is it not true? Can you see?—everyday, at almost every moment, there is some beauty, some truth, some act of kindness and justice to be found and done. These lighten and enliven our day and lives. Light and life. The words of God. They have come into the world, into our lives. Look for them, speak them.

Teach the children, Tend to the garden and the field. Care for the aged and the weak, the sick and the saddened. Rejoice, pray, give thanks. Do not be afraid, the darkness will not overcome the light.

And by so doing you celebrate the eternal birthday, the ever present birthing of the word of God into the world. Light. Life. Love.

Happy birthday, sweet baby Jesus, Word of God, 

The Rev. Matthew Calkins
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