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Christmas is too short.
| don’t mean the giant run up that starts in mid¢Blmber when malls and marketers
begin priming our seasonal buying pumps. | doréamthat there is not enough time for
gifts and music and fruit cake and eggnog and gmend programs. Christmas is too
short because the core meaning ~ the essentiabmysis so profoundly unwieldy and
unyieldingly ludicrous that we need more than a alatwvo to let it percolate.

We get four weeks of Advent to voice our longingl avaiting on God.

We get forty days of Lent to examine our frailtydaour failings

We get six weeks after Easter to bask in resumediow

We get twenty-some weeks after Pentecost to likeethre fullness of God’s poured out Spirit.
But, Christmas is just twelve short days ~ the saghshort days when we are swamped
with relatives, take vacations, navigate the nmabeturn gifts, and squeeze in New
Year’'s shenanigans. Christmas is too short.

Oh! And, despite popular opinion the 12 days ofigthras do not precede Christmas; they
follow Christmas. We are in Christmastide this miogn This is the ninth day? Bring on the
dancing ladies...
Maybe the real battle for Christmas isn’t whethenat there is a créche in the school
yard or the clerk at the Gap says “happy holidalgst”it is that Christmas has been
relegated to a quaint song with maids a milkinggsgea laying, and lords a leaping ~
rather than 12 days of wonder and astonishmenfiarsieepless nights being stumped,
stupefied, and staggered by the essential mystethastmas.

And, what is the essential mystery of Christmas?
How is it that God came to earth in the persodesius of Nazareth?
What does it mean that God became one of us?
How is Jesus, Immanuel ~ God with us?
Or maybe more pointedly: Did God come in Jesus?
Did God come in Jesus in a way that is singulaiqusy unparalleled and unrepeatable?

What if we come at it this way?

John opens his gospel not with story, genealoggeography. He doesn’t begin with a
colorful cast of characters set against the bagkdfamight skies and Palestinian hills.
John opens his gospel with the poetry of the cosmos

There is no bigger stage.

There is no farther grasp.

There is no broader sweep.
From beginning to eternity, from nothing to eveigt) from Word to world, from
darkness to light....



Until from the very fullness of creation it narrotgsone person, to one heart, to one body, to one
flesh. After all that poetry it comes down to orezgon ~ not Moses, not John, not Garth or
Gabriel or Gilda, but Jesus. In John’s words:

For the law was given through Moses; grace andticame through Jesus Christ. No
one has ever seen God, but the one and only Saniswiimself God and is in closest
relationship with the Father, has made him known.

Frederick Buechner writes that there are two voigesir text. There is the poet’s voice. It is a
voice sung, not said, a hymn not a homily. Andnttieere is the second voice, “insistent, over-
earnest, a little nasal.” It is the voice that keaperrupting with the confusion about John, and
difference of John, and the role of John. Therehaoevoices. As Buechner puts it:

It is good to have both the voices. The soundéhersl voice makes is the very human
sound, and you need a very human sound to gethegarmngs in the midst of the first
voice’s unearthly music. It is also good to haweititerruptions. There should be
interruptions in sermons too: the sound of a bafyyng, a toilet being flushed ~
something to remind us of just what this flesi# the Word became, the Word that was
with God, that was God. What it smells and soumdttastes like, this flesh the Word
buckled on like battle dress. When the host isthlsefore the alter to the tinkling of the
bells, it is very meet and right if not his boundiery for the sexton to walk through with
a vacuum cleaner.

And that is precisely the problem. How does Godbex man ~ particularly and peculiarly in
Jesus? How is it that God is embodied in the sdmmeas Ruth Pelaski ~ tissue paper thin,
bruised, wrinkled, translucent, with tiny vulnerabisible veins, frail and fully human at 96 and
half years? The mystery is: How does the fullnédsSaxl find full expression in the same skin as
plump little babies and muscled athletes, as tpospled and those palsied, as porn stars and
presidents? How is God dressed in the same flesteaand you?

Other monotheistic faiths accept that God commuegcwith humanity.
God speaks through prophets, scripture, and Sfiitd speaks to Abraham in a burning
bush, give Moses stone tablets, and whispers &niah. God whisked Muhammad up to
heaven for a vision and dictated commandmentsdeploSmith. Other religions revel
in the notion of revelation. God speaks throughseegers and missives.

But, the central claim of Christianity is not a rsa@ge but a person. God is embodied. God is one
of us. God on earth. God incarnate. To quote Naittihga:

God with a thumbprint and, for all we know, seaddragy fever. Trying to describe the
novelty of the incarnation, the New Testament wgibt®rrowed from every source they
could think of. They borrowed from wisdom liter&@and prophecy; they borrowed from
history, poetry, and apocalypse. They strainedescdbe one who was simultaneously
the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imphtGod’s very being and was also a



particular Jew, the son of Mary, a man who hadesyecially impressed the people he
grew up with.

There is a fantasy or fairytale quality to thatnd & you don’t get that you’ve probably been in
the church too long or too much. The planet has vestted by God, and it is not just a matter of
the suspension of natural rules for the sake oiraate. It is not simply parting a sea or turning a
stick into a snake. It is a logical impossibilifyhe fullness of God ~ by definition all powerful,
all knowing, etc.... in or as the fullness of humwgnitby definition limited in power, knowledge,
etc... And, the creedal formulas don’t solve the t@rys they simply state it with more poetry

or precision. The Nicene Creed:

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only@ddod, eternally begotten of the
Father, God from God, Light from Light, true Godrfr true God, begotten, not made, of
one Being with the Father; through him all thingsrermade.

For us and for our salvation he came down from le@awas incarnate of the Holy Spirit
and the Virgin Mary and became truly human.

Now, | don’t often repeat myself in sermons. | mayeat themes from sermon to sermon, but in
most sermons | don’t repeat the same thing oveloardagain ~ finding new words to mask the
repetition. One of the gifts or curses of writiregraon manuscripts is a certainty density or
clarity to language. But!
But, this morning is an exception. | keep comiaglbagain and again to this essential
mystery. | don’t have new ways to explain it, ofieofllustrations of it, or give
application for it, or squeeze it into three poiatgl poem. | am overwhelmed by the idea
of the incarnation.

| am overwhelmed by the idea of incarnation. Pastlgause it is a meat cleaver mystery ~ it cuts
flesh from bone. It's a fault line. Not in termssmmething like salvation, or belonging, or
kingdom, etc. | am not suggesting that belief is #s dogmatic formula is essential for
communion. | am not suggesting that if reason aresother reading gets in the way of
acceptance of this mystery that somehow we’re ffdtam one another and from God.
I know enough to know that | don’t have this afjured out. | know enough to know that
there are all sorts of faithful ways to live inpesse to Jesus. | know that dear friends ~
thoughtful brilliant faithful folks with pure heart- approach this very differently....

But, | am suggesting that for this preacher, forlitey... the best | can do with this mystery is to
proclaim that Jesus of Nazareth is fully God arly ftuman ~ unique, singular, unparalleled
and unrepeatable. The Son of God ~ full of gracktarth. God incarnate.

If Jesus is just some uniquely gifted leader...

If Jesus is only a great teacher who reveals thet loé God....

If Jesus is the son of God in the same way thaaneeall sons and daughters of God....

If Jesus simply one more in the pantheon of sgitieroes: Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Mother Theresa....



....then all that Christianity offers is one more gkideas in the marketplace of ideas. If
the incarnation is not true than all that faitheo$fis one more framework for living at the
Home Depot of frameworks. And any other, every gtiramework is as valid.

And yet, if the incarnation is some manner of factot fantasy or fiction, not metaphor or even
seminal myth ~ then everything else follows ofnisidental: walking on water, raising Lazarus,
feeding the five thousand, healing, teaching....

If Jesus is God incarnate then what Jesus accdmplien the cross, or Jesus dead, or what
happens in the resurrection, or at the ascensioAll of that is plausible, possible, powerful,
but in some ways secondary to this essential mysiére resurrection is just rolling over.

If Jesus is God incarnate then what Jesus tauglat igist good until itself ~ but it is the very
will and Word of God.

This may strike you as pedestrian. This may styike as such a familiar part of your own
spiritual landscape that you don’t know what thg diéal is. You may be put off and wonder
why this sermon is so personal for this preacher....

There has never been a time in my life when | dilnbw of Jesus. I've heard his name and
rehearsed his story for as long as | can remerbexe longed for, wrestled with, ran toward,
and ran away from whatever | understood to be Jesus
So, | guess, | have a relationship with Jesusubteal, tumultuous, tenuous, and at times
tender. | have a personal relationship with Jelsais not sure that it is the same thing
that evangelicals mean about a personal relatipnshi
But, after fifty years or twelve days the bestt cdfer in that relationship is the
restless, hopeful, wonder, doubt, and deep trastlbsus is God incarnate.

Fifty years or twelve days.
Wonder and deep trust.
That is all I got.

You?

Craig Barnes writes that there are two three-wtméges that can make or break us. “I love
you,” can bring you into the presence of angelgisig about glory. “Not good enough,” can
bring you down not just for a day but for a lifeém know people who can’t move forward
because of such a word spoken by a mother or arfalind, I've seen marriages come apart
because of their power. Adapted from a letter by Tim Douma

But, “I love you?”
The mystery and majesty of the incarnation is that...
God looked at a bloodied and broken creation....
God looked at a foul, frail, and fallen world....
God looked at a human flesh....
God looked at me and you....
And said, “I love you.”



“I love enough to let go of divinity.

| love you enough to become flesh.

| love you enough to be incarnate.

I love you enough to be born among you and tadieng you.
I love you ~ even in your wonder.”

Even so, come Lord Jesus.
Amen.



