December 24, 2009
God with a Name
Luke 2:1-20

I wish you all could have been here for the 4:30 Christmas Eve service. That’s when we have our children’s pageant. I don’t know when in the history of the church the tradition of the Christmas pageant began, but I know it’s an icon of the season in every church I’ve ever served. I’m sure the Puritans would be rolling over in their graves if they knew what we were doing. Acting out the Scripture! With children! In costumes! What is the world coming to! 
In seminary we’re taught not to like Christmas pageants, either. We learn to read each Gospel carefully, precisely, and we’re taught to notice the details. Like the fact that there aren’t any wise men in Luke’s gospel, only in Matthew’s. Or the fact that the number of wise men isn’t named anywhere; they weren’t kings; and the gospel doesn’t say where they’re from. We’re taught to be sophisticated scholars about these things. And then we get sent out, wet behind the ears, to congregations where the Christmas pageant is a sacred event. If we are smart, or if we are lucky, or if we have a wise old soul to guide us, we learn really quickly not to mess with it, no matter how unsophisticated it is theologically. 

But you know what I figured out? Those seminary professors were wrong about pageants. Over the years I have learned to appreciate the Christmas pageant for the truly inspired theology it really is. It is a glimpse of the incarnation: God made flesh, not long, long ago in a far away place but here, now, in this room, with our kids, in our flesh and blood. 

A friend of mine, Karen Sapio, captures the truth about these things. She writes, 

Children’s Christmas pageants are icons of the incarnation. Like all icons, they open a window through which we may contemplate what can never be finally comprehended, never fully known. From the day in late November when someone rummages through the Sunday School storage closet for the tubs that contain the wrinkled costumes…, we inhabit the mystery. God took on this flesh: the flesh of the weary mother who does not really want to be in charge this year, the flesh of the four-year-old who wants to be a zebra, not a sheep, the flesh of fifth graders caught between their embarrassment at wearing shepherd outfits in public and their secret relief at being included again, one last year. God took on the flesh of the three little girls who all want to be Mary when there can only be one, the flesh of the music director who deftly leads the children through What Child is This? while her own adult daughter battles schizophrenia, and the flesh of the grandparents who faithfully shuttle their grandkids to pageant rehearsal because the parents are too busy and could frankly take or leave church participation. In the manger at Bethlehem, God took on even the flesh of the pastor who prays all will go well – because a good Christmas pageant covers a multitude of sins. 

It’s here that we see the incarnation – that it is about your life, and mine.
For centuries Christians have discussed and debated and written about what the incarnation really means. We grasp at words to try to capture its power, to nail it down. In creeds, in scripture, in song we have tried to name what happened on that night in Bethlehem:

For us and for our salvation, he came down from heaven and was made human. 
The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth. 
Holy infant, so tender and mild…Son of God, love’s pure light…. Jesus, Lord at thy birth.
Every time we hear this story read, ever time we act it out, every time we sing it, we are claiming once again who God really is. Not an idol in a Temple, some huge, ornate statue meant to impress or terrorize. Not an invisible, disembodied Spirit, hovering out in the distance somewhere. Not some impersonal Fate or Force, like gravity writ large, an Energy out there controlling us with an invisible hand. That’s not our God; that’s not the God of scripture. 
Our God is love. Our God loves us. And our God wants us to love him back. 
Some of you may know the name Karl Barth. He was one of the great theologians of the 20th century – someone every Presbyterian minister since his time has studied. He was a great scholar and prolific writer. He didn’t have a church of his own, but he would preach regularly in the city of Basel, Switzerland, where he lived. You know where he preached most regularly? In the city jail. 

In one of his Christmas sermons from the jail, Barth said this about God: 

[W]e think of the highest, the deepest, the absolute, the ultimate – some mysterious abstraction. But the God revealed at Christmas… ‘is a God with a name, a face, a personality.’ 
The God revealed at Christmas is a God with a heart, mind, body and soul, a God who wants us to know him and love him as much as he knows and loves us. 

Jesus came not just to live for a time in Bethlehem or Nazareth or Jerusalem. He came to live here, now. God came not just to be alive in an infant once upon a time but to take on our flesh: the flesh of the child squirming in a pew waiting to go home and unwrap presents; and in the flesh of the husband and wife, sitting next to each other, but miles apart. God took on the flesh of the college student, home from school, who doesn’t feel at home any more in the house where he grew up, but who is secretly glad that his mother still made the cookies she always makes at Christmas; God is in the flesh of the grandmother who can’t wait to see her grandchildren fly through the door tomorrow morning with their laughter and their squeals and their energy that wears her out; and God is in the family whose grief makes Christmas cheer ring hollow. 
God took on this flesh, our flesh, here, and now, and in the city jail and in the hospital intensive care unit and in all the places of sadness and squalor and joy and laughter tonight in every corner of this blessed world. 

God came to show us, to help us remember what we have always known in the deepest part of our souls: that God is with us, always with us, in us, in every heart that beats with longing to love and be loved. 
This incarnation, this holy night, this is about your life, and mine. 
God-made-flesh. 

Thanks be to him. 
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