Sermon for Christmas 2B

January 4, 2009 

Texts:  Jeremiah 31:7-14; Psalm 147:12-20; Ephesians 1:3-14; John 1:1-18 

The church calendar says that it is still Christmas

The second Sunday of Christmas to be precise.

We are still singing Christmas carols today.

The white paraments are still out.

The magnificent candelabras

Filled with tall candles 

Still grace our altar.  

In our home, we keep our Christmas tree up

And the candles in our windows

For the full twelve days of Christmas,
Taking every opportunity

To enjoy this glorious season. 

Yet, the popular culture screams

That Christmas is over.

The post Christmas sales are in full swing.

New Year’s has come and gone.

In the cities,

Christmas trees,

Some still decorated with garland and tinsel,

Are lying by the curbs, in abandoned heaps,

Awaiting pick-up.  

For many people

We are now, 

To quote a Christmas carol,

Fully, “in the bleak midwinter.”
That January time of doldrums,

And post-Christmas let-down.

Yet, as Christians,

We can keep celebrating a full season

Of the birth of Christ.

So keep the candles lit

And hear the beginning of John’s Gospel,

His version of the Christmas story.  

Just 10 days ago,
On Christmas Eve,

We heard the words from the prophet Isaiah,

Words immortalized in Handel’s Messiah,

That the people who lived in great darkness

Have seen a great light.

This morning, in this Christmas season,

The light continues to shine on us.
We hear from the beginning of John’s Gospel:

The light shines in the darkness
And the darkness has not overcome it. 

The Word became flesh

And dwells among us. 

John wrote his Gospel 

For Christians living late in the First Century.
The time and region in which they lived

Was a mixing pot of religions, philosophies and cultures:

Judaism, Greek Hellenism, and nascent Christianity,
Not to mention a whole assortment of Roman gods,

Lived side by side, influencing one another.

The concept of Logos, which is translated

In our version of John’s Gospel, as Word,

Was a term used in Stoicism

For the organizing principle in the universe.

In Greek versions of the Jewish Scriptures,

Logos is often used for the Hebrew term,

Meaning ‘Word of God.’

Philo, who was a Jewish contemporary of John,

Used the term Logos to speak of God’s creative power. 

Writing to Christians, 

In the midst of Hellenism, Stoicism, and Judaism,
John applied the term Logos, or Word
To Christ. 

The beginning of John’s Gospel

Has its origins in Genesis.

In Genesis, in the beginning, God speaks creation into existence.

In John’s Gospel,

Christ, the Word, originates in the beginning,

Before creation, with God.

The people to whom John was writing,

Were influenced by the melting pot

Of religions and philosophies in which they were immersed.

They needed to hear that 

Christ was the Word,

Originating with God

And the Light,

Who conquered and organized

The darkness and chaos of life.
The needed to make sense of who Christ is

In the context of the religious and philosophical thought

To which they were exposed.  

In the 21st century in which we live,

In an even greater melting pot of religions

And secular thought,

We, too, need John’s Gospel 

Of Christ as the Word of God

And the Light in the Darkness.

In this bleak midwinter Christmas season,
We come to church,

Craving the light that shines in the darkness,

And seeking God’s Word, that dispels

The gloom of a world seemingly gone awry.

Each morning, the newspaper and internet headlines

Virtually scream world chaos at me.

A sampling from the past week includes,
Man disgruntled with playground for the rich

Plants four bombs in Aspen on New Year’s Eve,

Israeli ground forces enter Gaza in an escalation of the air attacks,

And Somali insurgents take over three police stations.
I take great comfort in the words from John’s Gospel

“The light shines in the darkness

And the darkness cannot over come it.”

I take comfort in knowing that even in a world
Which we humans have thoroughly messed up,

There is something good and light,

In control and more powerful than our sin and weakness.

As you settle into January,

With a cultural post-Christmas let-down surrounding you,

Doesn’t it feel good to come into church,

On this first Sunday in January,

Knowing that it is still Christmas here,

And hearing John’s Christmas Gospel

About the light in the darkness.

The people to whom John was writing

Were living under Roman occupation,

In a culture that seemed chaotic,

And in which persecution for them, as Christians,

Was a real possibility.

At the end of the first century,

Only a small portion of the Christians

Had been alive when Christ traveled

From Galilee to Jerusalem.

Very few of them had had any first hand experience with Jesus.

Although most of them were probably familiar with Luke’s Gospel,

Or with the oral story of Jesus’ birth in a manger,

What they really needed to hear,
At this point in history

Was how God was not a distant remote God,
But one born in human skin

Who came to live in the midst of them.

They needed the hope that God, become human, brings.

Jesus, along with all that he said and did,

Became a window through which

These early Christians, 

As well as Christians throughout the ages,

Could come to know God.
The Christians in this community 

Could feel the bond that was established 

Between themselves and a God who chose to live as a human being

In the midst of human failings, pain and suffering.

We, too, in the midst 

Of the chaos of the war, terror, and economic gloom

That characterize the 21st century,

Need to hear John’s Gospel,
And feel what it means that God’s Word became flesh

And lived among us.  

Some translators describe God’s dwelling among us

As God pitching a tent in our midst,

Or even moving into the neighborhood.  

There is an intimacy associated with God’s presence among us.

It is not a cruising above us, looking down,

But a participation in our community 

And a sharing in our humanness.

And in the midst of our humanness

We can see and feel the power of the Light

That conquers and overcomes darkness.

John was called by God to testify to the power of the light

That God was sending into the world.

Each of you is also called to witness to the power of God’s light,

In a way that strengthens the light in your own life

And in lives of those around you.

On Christmas Eve, we visually see the power of the light

As candles throughout the church

Are lit from the light of one altar candle.

Light that is shared becomes more powerful!

In both a literal and figurative sense,

God’s light was spread,

When several of us, during the recent power failure,

Were outfitted by members of this congregation,

Who shared the light of Christ, in the use of loaner generators.

Every time someone brings food for the food pantry

Or supplies for refugees into this church,

You provide a witness to the power of the light of Christ

To overcome despair in someone else’s life. 

In what ways might God be calling you to be like John,

Testifying to the force of God’s light

And its power to overcome darkness?

In what ways, as you spread Christ’s light,

Might the light in your own life be strengthened?

In this bleak midwinter time,

In whatever darkness you find yourself,

Personal worries about a loved one or yourself,

Local concerns about the economic situation 

Of your neighbor or a family member,
Or despair over the unsettled world situation,

You have the assurance from John’s Gospel 

That you are not left alone, powerless.

You are accompanied by God,

Through the presence of his Word, Jesus Christ,

Who has arrived in your midst,
The Word made flesh.

God has come as the light

Shining into the darkness of human suffering,

And this light is more powerful

Than any darkness that can descend into your life.
The Good News for  you is that you are not alone.

You are Christian,

Bound into a Christian community,

Lit by the light of the Word made flesh,

A light more powerful than any human darkness.

Amen
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