1st Sunday after Christmas
Sermon 1.1.12
Scripture:	Galatians 4:4-7
		John 1:1-4, 14,16-18

There’s a trend in homiletics—homiletics, which is the craft of preaching.  It’s that the sermon should follow the scripture in form.  That means today, we’ll be brief but dense.
It may seem unfair that we’re to consider the Incarnation today—the Incarnation of God in the flesh, God come as a baby.  On the one hand, the timing is perfect, and perfectly predictable.  Of course, following the birth of Christ in the baby Jesus we would think about God incarnate.  But on the other hand, it’s also more than a little unfair.  Here we are, likely hungover—if not from excessive alcohol than at least from excessive holidays—and we’re supposed to consider one of most mysterious aspects of Christian confession.  
I’m reminded of when a friend of mine from divinity school found herself a seminarian at a large, urban church.  One of her tasks was to teach a Sunday school class of developmentally challenged children.  Her supervisor said she should keep it simple, maybe start with something really familiar.  “Like John 3:16,” she suggested.  You know the one: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  When she came home with this assignment, we sat a group of us together wondering, slack-jawed, how to render this in felt-board form.  Yes, it’s a familiar verse, brief even.  But simple?  Not so much.
So with the Incarnation of God on New Year’s morning: our noisemakers fall out of slack-jawed mouths…
Well, if it’s a puzzling claim to us now, that the Word became flesh and lived among us, we should know it was an astounding one way back when.  It also was one that would have cast a wide net.  Speaking both to Jews and to Greeks, the Word with a capital “W” drew on the Logos tradition rooted among each people—logos translating into the English “word” and rendered with a capital “W.”  
Among the Greeks, Logos was understood to be the logic of the universe, the divine reason implicit in the cosmos that so ordered it in the beginning and that so continues throughout time to give it form and meaning.  Permeating all reality, Logos was referred to also as providence, nature, god, and the soul of the universe.  
Among Jews, this Logos was a new term for the ancient one known as Wisdom or Sophia, God’s companion and consort before time began, God’s co-creator in the beginning, and God’s continuing delight as a child is to her parent.  Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish philosopher from the 1st century of the Common Era, taught that Logos was the intermediary between God and the cosmos—both the agent of creation and the agent through which the human mind can apprehend and comprehend God, both immanent in the world and transcendent over the world.  
But, if this concept did indeed cast a wide, then it also risked being as widely a scandal—for never until now had this Logos been said to have become flesh.  And so it was—astounding! Scandalous!  That whole worlds once thought to be wildly at odds with one another are now rather reconciled with one another: astounding!  That Jews and Gentiles might be brought together like shepherds and Magi huddled into one stable for worship: scandalous!  That all in the world might be adopted into one family, to call God, as Jesus would, “Abba, Daddy”: awesome!
I’ve been slowly reading a book that we as a church might enjoy.  Cynthia Bourgeault is an Episcopal priest and author of several books, one of which is The Wisdom Jesus.  In this, she considers at some length the Incarnation—this which she describes as “infinite consciousness coming into the finite world,” and this which does rightly astound, if not scandalize, her.  “With nothing to gain from the human adventure, [Jesus came.  With] nothing to prove, nothing to achieve, and a dangerously unbounded heart that left him defenseless against the hard edges of the world, Jesus came…” 
It’s a theological tenant, however, that she claims has been misconstrued.  She writes, “Virtually all Christian teaching begins from the supposition that Jesus’ incarnation is brought about by the fall of Adam, and happens in response to it….The primordial parents Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit and plunged the world into chaos; Jesus came to rescue it.  Thus, incarnation is framed from the start within the context of God’s response to a mistake that never should have happened in the first place.”
She continues, “In a more mystical nuancing of this same basic idea, we encounter the theology of ‘O happy fault…’”  This has us less blaming Adam and Eve and more feeling grateful to them because “their mistake set in motion the chain of events through which Christ would fully reveal himself to this world…” This has us less taking Adam and Eve as the cause of the fall and more embracing them as “the instrument of the ultimate divine self-communication.”
But this still doesn’t satisfy—neither her nor me—because, though it’s more affirmative than the tradition of mistaken man, it still relies too much on Christ’s coming as a sort of contingency plan.  The incarnation as a “a cosmic course-correction” rather than as God’s aim from the beginning: it seems off the mark.  “It’s curious,” she writes, “when you come to think about it how virtually all the world’s spiritual traditions see this earthly realm as somehow deficient.  Depending on the tradition, our world is either an illusion or a mistake, but in either case we ‘fall’ into it, from a lighter gravitational field to a heavier one.”  Then she asks, “Is there another way of looking at this?”  
No stranger to reality, she admits, “This is a very heavy, frustrating, difficult density that we come into by taking birth in the human realm.  Because of the binary, finite nature of both the physical world itself and the egoic operating system we use to navigate it, it seems as though we’re always bumping into sharp edges.  Life presents us with a series of seemingly irrevocable choices: to do one thing means that we have to give up something else; to marry one person means we can’t marry another; and to join a monastery means we can’t marry at all.  Our confused agendas clash both inwardly and outwardly, and we cause each other pain.  Our bodies age; we diminish physically; loved ones fall out of our lives.  And the force of gravity is tenacious, nailing our feet to the ground and usually our souls as well…”
Owning all this, though, she also notes, “Yes, we come into constriction, but is that the same as punishment?  I believe not.  I believe that this constriction is a sacrament.”  A quick definition from earlier in the chapter: Bourgeault understands a sacrament as not isn’t only an outward and physical sign of inward and spiritual reality, but also and more profoundly as the means by which this reality can be fully realized, can be lived into existence.  A sacrament: the constriction that we know, and that God came to know, in physical being is a sacrament and “we have been offered a divine invitation to participate in it.”
“Could it be?” she asks.  “Could it be that this earthly realm, not in spite of but because of its very density and jagged edges, offers precisely the conditions for the expression of certain aspects of divine love that could become real in no other way?  This world does indeed show forth what love is like in a particularly intense and costly way.  But when we look at this process more deeply, we can see that those sharp edges we experience as constriction at the same time call forth some of the most exquisite dimensions of love, which require the condition of finitude in order to make sense—qualities such as steadfastness, tenderness, commitment, forbearance, fidelity, and forgiveness.  These mature and subtle flavors of love have no real context in a realm where there are no edges and boundaries, where all just flows [—the realm of infinite consciousness which might otherwise be called the kingdom of heaven].  But when you run up against the hard edge and have to stand true to love anyway, what emerges is a most precious taste of pure divine love…”
And of the Incarnation of God, she explains that, “in this wider metaphysical context, the Son is no longer the one who bails us out or who rescues us from our fallen state but the one who becomes our bridge between the realms.  Recognizing the enormous difficulty of our mission [to live in the kingdom of heaven amidst our life in the world,] Jesus comes to accompany us on it, advocating for our human finitude in a way that respects its integrity but doesn’t allow us to get trapped in it…Standing at the confluence of two vastly different orders of being, he offers himself as a sanctuary between them….[Thus] his incarnation is not about fall, guilt, or blame, but about goodness, solidarity, and our own intimate participation in the mystery of love at the heart of all creation.”
I think it’s an annual thing that a lyric from a Christmas carol becomes my mantra for the Christmas season.  It’s not that I choose one, but that one (each year a different one) comes to characterize my experience of Christmas at whatever point I am in life—this familiar but always strange, astounding!, event always coming at a different time in my journey.  This year’s has been “Our God, heaven cannot hold him, nor earth sustain.”  And as it’s played in my head, I’ve come to imagine God as pouring out over the edges of all the phenomena we’ve conceived of in order to conceive of Him.  This is a God who comes to the world not because of some cause-and-effect narrative, not because of some primordial mistake on our part that He needs to correct.  (“Don’t make me come down there!”)  No!  This is a God who comes to the world because how could He not?  Here is a world in need of love but moreover here is the only place where certain aspects of love could possibly be manifest—in this dense, solid, hard-edged world where love poured out is the greatest power of all.  Here is the world where love is made real.  
Our God, heaven cannot hold him, for how could it possibly?  So he has come to this world—graciously, kenotically, emptying of himself for our own fullness of being.  God has come to this dense world to live brief life so to love as only can be done herein, for how could not?  
[bookmark: _GoBack]And, look, here we are, too!  
Thanks be to God.
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