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The invitation came in the mail: The President and Mrs. Obama request the pleasure of your company at a Holiday Reception to be held at the White House.
I’ve spent all week trying to figure out how to be subtle about working into this sermon my invitation to Washington. Finally, I just decided to forget subtlety and start with it! 

Peg Chemberlin of the Minnesota Council of Churches – and president of the Nat8ional Council of Churches – had been invited, and she was kind enough to ask the White House ouseHous to send me an invitation as her guest. Apparently, I cleared security.

It was billed a “Holiday Reception,” which I took to mean a kind of generic winter party carefully designed to be inclusive of people of all faiths and those of no faith at all. 

Upon entering the East Wing of the White House last Tuesday I was surprised to see that the “Holiday Reception” actually was a Christmas party. The Hanukkah event had been held a few days earlier, so the Marine Band felt free to play nothing but Christmas carols and sacred music for three hours. I kept hoping for What a Wonder, the old Lithuanian folk song we’ve heard at Westminster for decades at Christmas; it wasn’t in their repertoire. 

A highlight of the event for me – after meeting the president and first lady – was seeing the White House nativity on display in the East Room. The 18th-century Italian crèche imagines that the birth of Jesus took place in something that looks the ruins of an ornate villa in old Rome, with medieval-looking characters in attendance. In other words, it does what every good crèche should do: it puts Christmas into context – it puts Jesus right where he needs to be and wants to be, in the midst of a particular time and people and culture.

“In the beginning was the Word,” John’s gospel says. “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”  

The Hebrew people had long speculated that a Messiah would come, and when they forgot, their prophets reminded them. But no one anticipated anything like the Bethlehem story. No one predicted that God would choose to come in such humble fashion. Most expected something far more explosive and earth-shattering. 

The prophet Zephaniah was typical. His version of Christmas was no place for a newborn child. “The Lord, your God is in your midst,” he says, “a warrior who gives victory.”

Can you imagine a nativity with a warrior Jesus? Where would our religion be today if it had started like that? 

Zephaniah’s Messiah is robust and powerful and tough and does not come gently in the night. The prophet declares that the one who comes in the name of the Lord... “Will turn away your enemies… Will deal with your oppressors... Will save you from disaster.” A super hero of biblical proportions.
The prophets worked hard at conjuring up the Messiah, but they never quite got it right. Never in their wildest imagination did they foresee a helpless babe born to a young woman in a backwater place like Bethlehem.

If the question is, “What happens when God takes on flesh?,” the answer is: nothing you or I or anyone else could have predicted.
Incarnation is the nub of our religion. Accepting that God took on flesh is the beginning step in our faith. It makes us Christian. Some like to say we’re an Easter people; but before we get to the cross, we are first a Christmas community. We make an amazing claim: that the very God of the universe, the one who was there at the beginning and will be there for all time, is born into this world, into our time, into life as we know it.

Just check any nativity and you will see: the babe is there.

“The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood.” Eugene Peterson says in his take on John. “We saw the glory with our own eyes, the one-of-a-kind glory, like Father, like Son, generous inside and out, true from start to finish.” (The Message)
That’s what incarnation means: The Word becomes flesh and moves into the neighborhood. 

That’s what happens that holy night: We see the glory – the one of a kind glory – with our own eyes.

Most religious traditions have in them something akin to the Golden Rule: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Most religious traditions long for peace and justice and expect their adherents to live in harmony with others. Most religious traditions call for respect for the earth.

But no other religious tradition holds that there’s a moment when the Infinite becomes finite. No other religion claims the Creator becomes the creature. No other religion has its founder moving into the neighborhood. 

T. S. Eliot calls the thing that happens in Bethlehem the “intersection of the timeless with time... the impossible union of spheres of existence.”

It takes a poet to apprehend what happens when God takes on flesh. It’s like “music heard so deeply,” Eliot says, “that it is not heard at all, but you are the music while the music lasts.”

The poet concedes that God’s way is not entirely clear: “These are only hints and guesses,” he says,


“Hints followed by guesses; and the rest
Is prayer, observance, discipline, thought and action.
The hint half guessed, the gift half understood, is Incarnation.”
(T. S. Eliot, The Dry Salvages)
What happens when God takes on flesh? John the Baptizer provokes that issue when he announces – using the prophet’s words – that the time has been fulfilled. “Prepare the way of the Lord,” John says. 

“Make his paths straight. Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth.”

The time has come. The Messiah is here. Christmas has happened – and the people listening to John begin to respond to the news. “The crowds asked him, ‘What then should we do?’ 

That was the Christmas question back then, and it is still the right question for us in our time: What then should we do? If the Messiah is here, if the babe is born, if God has come among us, what do we do next?

“In reply John said to them, ‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.’”

He points to a kind of Christmas-inspired sharing: those who have will be generous toward those who do not.

The theme of the White House Christmas party was Shine. Give. Share. That’s the message John has for his first-century followers: now is the time for generosity unlike any we’ve ever seen before.

What happens when God takes on flesh? Christmas causes some soul-searching back then, and it ought to do that for us now. 

“Even tax collectors… asked him,” Luke says, “‘Teacher, what should we do?’ John said to them, ‘Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.’ Soldiers also asked him, ‘And we, what should we do?’ John said to them, ‘Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.’” (Luke 3:10-14)
The impact of incarnation. No one is immune to it. Christmas provokes a re-thinking, a re-ordering, a re-prioritizing of the way we live. John sounds as if he were speaking to an Occupy Wall Street rally held on the streets of first-century Bethlehem. God is no longer an abstract idea, a deity that can be easily ignored; the Word has become flesh and moved into the neighborhood.  

The Bible seems to care much more about how we live with our neighbor than what we say we believe. That’s the core of the gospel message, and it is first evident in the story of Christmas. 

When God takes on flesh an enormous gulf is bridged. A huge gap is crossed. A vast distance is covered. All history compresses into one moment. 

Do not underestimate the impact of incarnation. Nothing will be the same, all things have been made new, for God Almighty, the one who tossed the planets into orbit and made the sun and moon to rule the skies, the one who pushed up the mountains and spat out the seas, the one who gave wing to every bird and set the creeping things upon the earth, the one whom we dare not name nor try even to imagine, that one suddenly and decisively has come into our midst. 

The Creator’s cover has been blown. There’s no longer any secret about what God wants or who God is or what God expects of us. 

And so we, too, must ask the question we hear in Luke’s gospel: What then should we do? Answering that question requires a lifetime of faithfulness. Christmas compels us to examine how we should live – that’s the true gift of this season. 

We can think of Christmas as an event that happened long ago and far away, like a once-upon-a-time fairy tale, or we can imagine that Christmas might be about us and about our time. 

What’s at stake is the incarnation itself, because the flesh taken on by the Word is yours and mine. That child lives in us. We are his hands and feet. We are his eyes and ears, his heart and soul. 

This is no mere “holiday season,” some generic winter celebration. This is Christmas. Look closely at that nativity: there’s a baby in the manger, someone new has moved into the neighborhood.

Shine. Give. Share. 

That’s what happens when God takes on flesh: the word is born among us and around us and in us.

Thanks be to God.
Amen.

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction: And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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