THE IMAGE OF THE INVISIBLE GOD
Sermon for the Eighth Sunday after Pentecost, July 22, 2007

Readings: Genesis 18:1-10; Psalm 599; Colossians 1:15-28; Luke 10:38-42
Sermon text: Christ is the image of the invisible God. Col. 1:15
You may be familiar with the story from the internet grapevine: A little girl is intently drawing a picture during class. The teacher stops and asks her what she is doing. She replies, “I’m drawing a picture of God.” “But no one knows what God looks like,” the teacher unhelpfully comments. Undeterred the girl says, “They will when I finish.”

If Paul were the teacher he would have replied that we already know what God looks like. “Christ is the image of the invisible God.”
Not just in the sense that all humans are made in the image of God, as scripture tells us in Genesis 1:27-28: “Male and female God made them, in the image of God he made them.” Here the idea is that we as humans, male and female, reflect aspects of divinity, such as love, creativity, reason, freedom (see “An Outline of the Faith,” Book of Common Prayer, 845).
But Christ is the image of God in the big picture sense, as the agent of creation and redemption, the alpha and omega, beginning and end—and the one hanging on the cross in the middle reconciling what is broken in ourselves and between people and between people and the rest of creation. Christ is the harmony restored. Christ is the one in whom it all makes sense, and who makes sense of it all. 
The great hymn to Christ in Colossians 1:15-20 is to the cosmic Christ who here fills the role of co-creator assigned to divine Wisdom (Sophia) in Proverbs 8 (see my sermon “Holy Wisdom” of June 3, 2007 for more on that passage and understanding) and the Word (Logos) of the prologue of the Gospel according to John (In the beginning was the Logos and the Logos was with god and the Logos was God…John 1:1). Christ is the one who was in the beginning with God and who was God, through whom all things came to be and in whom all things hold together, cohere, make sense—the logos or reason or tao of all things. 

Without God, the universe is like the back of a tapestry—apparently random elements going here and there—“a blooming buzzing confusion” (William James) and history “just one damned thing after another” (Henry Ford). But with Christ the threads form a pattern and picture. Seen from the perspective of faith they form a face, point to a person. In Christ the world makes sense, even suffering, which he bore on the cross and redeemed.
And so we who believe are those who have seen:  “The light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor 4:6).
But let’s take a look at the image of Christ, the image of the invisible God.


  

This is a copy of an icon of Christ pantocrater, looking rather stern, as befits his cosmic role as king and judge of all things. Perhaps this is the face of the one who came on Abraham and Sarah in our story from Genesis chapter 18. No wonder Abe rushed to serve a good meal. And no wonder Sarah—who couldn’t help but laugh at the thought that she—90 years old—would bear a child, as we read in the verse following our reading—is abashed when the imposing stranger asks, “Are you laughing?” You think I’m funny.
“No, no, I didn’t,” she stammers. “Oh, but yes you did”—isn’t that a vivid picture? The Old Testament is not made mostly of the dry stuff of genealogies, laws and obscure prophecies (though there is plenty of that), but of stories of human witness, and the whole thrust is as testimony to the presence and power of God—in all kinds of ways, some not at all conforming to our little boxes of Sunday school pictures and neat theological portraits. God is remarkably human—and yet, totally other. There is mystery mixed in the humanity, majesty in the mundane, glory in the ordinary. The old story is always new.
And so with our human ancestors in the faith. They are not us—there are far away, and long ago and the world is so much different now. But how much has human nature changed? We struggle and pray and laugh and curse, as they did. We fear and we fall, as they did. And we rise sometimes to our truest nature, our self as created in the image of God, as they did. We applaud Abraham for plead with God for mercy for Sodom and Gomorrah—as we will read next Sunday And so we are fit to meet with God, who has indeed come among us..
But God comes not only as king and judge. If Christ as awesome pantocrator is the only image of God we may as well draw him with a beard hurling lightning bolts. For if one hugely important part of Christian faith is to be believe in Christ as Lord—to know whom we worship and follow—it is equally important to understand him as savior as well than judge, so that we may worship from hope and thanksgiving rather than from fear and awe.




Here we see Christ in the famous painting of the English pre-Raphaelite painter William Hint Holman, “The Light of the World.” Here the king comes seeking us, knocking at the door of our humble home, overgrown with thorns, as our heart with care. Jesus knocks but cannot open the door without our help—you see the painter has no handle on the outside—we must let him in. And we will do so only insofar as we know we need him. 
For we do need salvation, though we may need different kinds of saving depending on our situation and time of life. We need a Savior—not all in the same way—and not all realize the need.
Some need salvation as sinners in need of forgiveness and conversion of life. We find ourselves beset by inner demons, caught in addictions or emotions we can’t control.
Some need salvation as lost and in need of direction and light.  We search for meaning and purpose of a depth and eternity that we can’t find in work or family or this world alone.
Some need salvation as oppressed and in need of justice and liberation. We need a way where there seems to be no way, as the old spiritual puts it—and we need solidarity with those in need—for only together will we the way, the body of Christ.
Here Christ is the image of mercy, not justice. He comes knocking to find, to help, to forgive. And that is a wonderful image of God to hold in our hearts.
And this is an image of Christ to remember when we are called to exercise hospitality and help to the stranger, to offer a shoulder to the grieving and a hand to the needy, and an arm for the struggle for justice and peace.

But there is one more image I want us to consider this morning—out of many images of Christ we could take a look at (and always bearing in the background the image of the one who suffered and died for us on the cross.). This is a recent drawing of Jesus laughing—I’m not sure who drew it.




I think we can imagine Jesus laughing in our gospel story, the story of Martha and Mary. Gently amused he tells Martha she does not need to make many dishes or make a special fuss—just to come and be with him. Mary has already learned this lesson. Martha—like all of us busy multitaskers—needs to learn it too.
Jesus as friend and teacher, so that we may sit in his presence and learn and share his joy.

“I came so that in my joy may be made complete”—Jesus tells the disciples at the end in John’s gospel. “I no longer call you servants but friends” (John 15:15).
Friendship with God—that is what we are after, isn’t it? Friends will the same thing, Aquinas tells us. They will the best for each other. And so we believe God, who is love, wills the best for us—that God actually cares for us. We in turn are called to love and care for each other—will the best for each other--not because we like everybody but because we are all beloved of God, all children of one Father and sinners of one redeeming. 
“That’s why we can talk—astonishingly when you think about it—of friendship between us and God, the friendship Jesus speaks of. It is why St Teresa of Avila can write about friendship as the most radical mark of Christian community, as we find our common ground simply in God’s invitation to us to be his friends” (Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury, Address at ACC-13, June 20, 2005). 
When we see each other as made in the image of God, when we see Christ in the other, then we truly begin to see the big picture. Then the word is made flesh again. Then, as Paul puts it in Second Corinthians, “all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another.” 

In the name of Christ, Amen.
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