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Christmas is more than merely a day on the calendar. It’s a season, a holy time that slowly comes into view, lingers for a stretch, and then – try as we might to hold onto it – slips back to its hiding place for another year. 

Christmas starts when something triggers a memory of the season.

Maybe it’s the weather that sets it off – a snowfall, a drop in temperature, a cold wind from the north. Maybe it’s our neighbor down the street on a ladder the day after Halloween, draping strings of lights across the roof and around the bushes. We begin to think about Christmas.

Perhaps it’s the planning for travel and family gatherings, concerts and dinners. Maybe it’s Advent that activates the season, when the candle-wreath comes out, the ancient prophets are read, and the music in worship aims us in the direction of Bethlehem. At Westminster it may be when we start to hum the old Lithuanian folk carol, What a Wonder. It’s been sung here every December for decades. We’ll hear it again today. We know Christmas is close when we hear that song.

Music is deeply connected to this time of year. At Friday’s Cantus concert in the Great Hall during the singing of Franz Biebl’s Ave Maria I noticed an older gentleman across the aisle from me. As he listened, something happened deep within him, and tears began rolling down his cheeks. Was it the memory of someone he loved? Was it the recollection of a time long ago? Or was it, simply, the quiet joy of the season? I found tears of my own welling up; Christmas had come into the room, and we could feel it in our bodies.

Incarnation sounds like a fancy theological word, until we find it happening within us, until we see it in the life of another. 

Christmas was also in the room last Monday at the Convention Center. I was there with a group from Westminster to visit Project Homeless Connect. At 10:15 the doors to one of the big halls swung open and hundreds of people needing help filed in. Each found one of nearly a thousand volunteers, and for the rest of the day those pairs – a volunteer and someone needing help – made the rounds of volunteer lawyers, podiatrists, dentists, hair stylists, housing providers, job counselors, physicians, and social workers. 

The last time I was in the Convention Center was during the Presbyterian Church’s General Assembly this past July. This mass exercise of community response felt more like church than our denominational meeting. There were no ecclesiastical politics, no endless debates about things that didn’t matter all that much. This was more to the point: people looking for a place to live, a job, a haircut, some medical help. 

It was the gospel come to ground. 

When those doors opened, the rush into the hall to get started on finding hope reminded me of the shepherds streaming in from the fields to look for the child whose life was hope in the flesh. It was a Bethlehem moment: these strangers sensing together that the way forward could be found in their very midst. 

Christmas will show up again this week at Nicollet Square, the 42-unit supportive housing development for young adults that we built with Plymouth Church, 25 blocks south of here. This week the first youth will move in; those 18- and 19-year olds will no longer be homeless. There will be “room for them in the inn.” Scores of volunteers have worked for this moment for nearly two years; 40 of them showed up in the middle of last week’s blizzard to help. If ever we wondered what Christmas looked like, there it was, in the flesh. 

Incarnation is like that. We know it when we see it: God’s love made visible, Jesus living through real people. Brush away the tinsel, peel back the commercial veneer of Christmas, strip away the tensions and the pressures, and in the manger there lies a human child. 

Incarnation is as simple as that: God choosing to come among us as one of us. No other religion makes that claim. At Christmas “Jesus becomes like us, so that we might become more like him.” (This is a paraphrase of something William Sloane Coffin once said.) No other faith tradition holds that the divine takes on human form. It’s incarnation not resurrection that makes Christianity unique; other religions teach eternal life after death, but only Christianity has eternal life coming to us in the flesh, in this life. 

What is incarnation? That’s a good question, and we’re not the first to ask it. 

Athanasius, the fourth century Bishop of Alexandria, Egypt, wrote a book about it. He called it “On the Incarnation of the Word of God.” Athanasius argued that the condition of humankind presented God with a problem. He called it “the dilemma of the Divine,” and it began with Creation, where God says. “Let us make humankind in our own image.” 

The problem was that the image of God borne by humankind had been spoiled. Humanity had lost its way; there was little hope for it. Athanasius argued that God’s solution to the problem was incarnation – the Word made flesh. The old bishop offered an illustration:

“You know what happens when a portrait that has been painted on a panel becomes obliterated through external stains,” Athanasius said. “The artist does not throw away the panel, but the subject of the portrait has to come and sit for it again, and then the likeness is re-drawn on the same material.” (De Incarnatione Verbo Dei, 3:14)
The image of God in humankind had lost its luster. It had become tarnished and stained. It had faded and was barely visible. 

“What then, was God to do?” Athanasius wrote, and then he answered his own question: 

“What else could God possibly do, being God, but renew the divine image in humankind, so that through it humanity might once more come to know God? And how could this be done,” Athanasius said, “save by the coming of the very Image Himself, our Savior Jesus Christ?”
 (De Incarnatione Verbo Dei, 3:13)

That’s a fourth century perspective, and it’s not bad: incarnation as a kind of do-over of creation. Christmas is God’s second try at placing the divine image into humanity. Only, unlike at creation where humanity bears the image of God, in the manger in Bethlehem it is the image of God that chooses to take on human form.

So when Jesus prays in John’s gospel, “The glory that you have given me I have given them… I in them and you in me,” he is trying to explain the incarnation. (John 17:22-23) And in Matthew’s gospel when Jesus says that we will see him in the face of the poor and hungry, he is explaining what it means that “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory.” 
(Matthew 25:31-46; John 1:14)

I used to think that in our faith Christmas was a lightweight compared to Easter. But these days I find myself leaning more heavily on this season in my own spiritual journey. I want to belong to a God who is as close to me as the person in front of me, as real as the people around me. I want a faith that asks me to find in myself and in others the image of the divine. 

I need to know – as we will say in the baptismal creed this morning – that we are not alone. That is the essence of Christmas, to remind us that God is with us – Emmanuel, now and always.


Christmas is a season that comes and goes, but incarnation lasts lifetime after lifetime. 

You and I are part of God’s grand, on-going second try at creation that begins with a humble birth in a backyard in a little village long ago. God’s image is born that night into Bethlehem – and it is born again, this Christmas, into your life and into mine.

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.
Prayers of the People - Douglas Mitchell, Associate Pastor 
Good and Gracious God, as you broke into the lives of Mary and Joseph in life-changing ways in their times, unsettle us in our day through the startling presence of your Son in our midst.  May the Spirit that continues your word among us strengthen us during this season of Advent to wait for the dawn, the surrendering of darkness to the light.  In these uncertain and unsettling times, help us to greet the dawn and its promise faithfully.  Help us to see your purpose in our waiting so in our acting and loving we may serve your realm of justice and peace.

Lord of all creation, author of all that is, the Hebrew writers praise you as “God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome,” (Deut 10:7), and we wonder who are we that you should come to us, that your angels should come to startle us with your word?   And yet you chose to enter the life of your people in a totally new way, coming to us as a baby born in a stable to unwed teen parents.  Be entering the human stage is this explosive way, Jesus came among us as one of us to live with us in this world, transforming poverty and pain, loneliness and rejection into a new life lived in community. Your peace embraces our anger, sorrow and loss; your life opens us to new discovery of our most intimate selves and of our neighbors.  In your humble birth is the promise at dawn, where we discover your everlasting majesty and grace.

 Send your Spirit among us, O God, to strengthen us in continuing this ministry of justice and peace that is your desire.

Gracious God, watch over this child we have baptized this morning.  Help us as a community to uphold our promises made to Allison Nicolle.  Watch her as she grows and make your presence known to her.  Be with their parents Wendy and Rick as they care for their newly expanded family.  Strengthen them in faith and in endurance for the days ahead.

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.  We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery…

We ask your comfort for those who grieve losses in their lives – losses of jobs, of relationships, of loved ones…

And as we remember your great love, we pray together the prayer that Jesus taught us, Our Father…
“What Is Incarnation?”


Jeremiah 33:14-16; Luke 2:1-7
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