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For the most part, I think we live in a society that is growing less and less interested in tradition.  Doing things because we have always done them just doesn’t seem to hold sway with people anymore.  They just don’t see the value. Growing up, at least in St. Louis, every little community had its own 4th of July Parade made up of the kids in the neighborhoods who would decorate their bikes with streamers and balloons, wave sparklers and generally just have a good time. No one does it anymore and for many, the 4th of July just seems to be another shopping day at Wal-Mart. The same holds true for so many things.  Sundays used to be sacrosanct, the exclusive property of the church, free so that all could come and worship.  Not anymore.  Sunday is now just another day of the week in our culture with no due respect for it being the Lord’s Day.
Christmas, however, is the exception.  We still hold to the traditions of this most traditional holiday.  Our houses are decked with lights and garland.  Even the biggest Scrooge will display even a modest Christmas tree somewhere in the house.  Stores, for the most part, close.  And we look forward to all the things that remind us of Christmases past:  Rudolf the Red Nose Reindeer, A Charlie Brown Christmas, It’s a Wonderful Life and, of course, A Christmas Story and the Red Rider bee-bee gun!  When Christmas comes, we want to hear about the angels coming to shepherds.  We never tire of learning that “there was no room in the inn.”  We want wise men and stars, virgin births and the glory of the Lord shining around and the reason we want it is because, well, it is tradition.  

That said:  what’s up with John’s gospel?  I don’t know if you have ever noticed this before, but, there doesn’t seem to be much of a Christmas story in today’s Christmas Gospel.  Where are the angel’s announcing the birth of our Lord?  Where are the shepherds watching their flocks by night?  Where is the glory of the Lord which shown around them and illuminated the sky?  Where’s the manger?  Where are the swaddling clothes?  Where are the wise men?  Where is the wonder and the majesty?  Where’s Christmas?

Well, my dear friends in Christ, it’s there.  It is just not there in the way that we typically think of Christmas.  Actually, I believe St. John shows us the real message of Christmas and the real glory of God and he does so with these words:  “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” 

You see, John’s gospel is a little deceiving.  On the surface it seems to be written in an almost mystical and mysterious way.  Word’s becoming flesh.  Light of life.  Light coming into the darkness.  However, while he writes in a most beautiful and poetic style, it is the Gospel of John which really gets down to the brass tacks of Christmas.  He leaves all the other stuff, all the other peripheral details to Matthew and Luke.  Let Matthew and Luke deal with angels popping in and out of the lives of Elizabeth, Mary and Joseph.  Let them deal with all the miracles which surrounded the birth of Jesus.  John gets to the heart of the matter and deals with the miracle of Jesus himself.  John just assumes you already know all the important details about Christ’s birth and if you don’t, you can consult Matthew or Luke.  John also assumes that you know all the details about what Jesus said and did in his ministry and, again, if you don’t, there is always Matthew and Luke.  If you’re in a real hurry, there is Mark, who is kind of the reader’s digest version.

Regardless, notice how in the opening chapter John cuts to the chase.  He wants you to know not just what Jesus did, but who he is and what he is all about.  That is exactly what he does from the very opening verses of his Gospel.  “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.”  Bam!  There you go.  John hits us right between the eyes with the truth about Jesus.  Jesus is not just another prophet as Islam purports.  He is not just a great teachers as Judaism holds.  And he is not just a great philosopher as the secular humanist of today believe.  In these words John hearkens back to Genesis and the creation of all things.  Jesus was there from the very start of all things.  Before there was anything, Jesus was.  Before those first and powerful words, “Let there be light,” Jesus existed.  In no uncertain terms John is telling us that Jesus is the eternal God of the Universe.  

And, John wants to make sure that you don’t think that Jesus was just a minor player in everything.  No, he states quite clearly, that “through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.”  Jesus is the Creator.  He is your creator.  He is my Creator.  He, the Word, spoke the world into creation.  Now, I am not going to get into all the nitty-gritty concerning the inner workings of the Trinity and the different roles the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, played in the creation of the world.  I will leave that to theologians who have a little more time on their hands and desire to explain the unexplainable.  To be honest, every time a theologian tries to explain the Trinity, he becomes a heretic.  At least for this Christmas day, I don’t feel like becoming a heretic so I will just accept John at his word.  Jesus is the Creator, the light of the world who broke into the darkness of nothingness and overpowered it with his light of life.  Through Jesus, life came into this world; life came to you and me and that my dear friends in Christ, is the key point that John makes in his opening words: Jesus is the source of “life.”
Believe it or not, this is the essence of what Christianity is all about; it is all about life.  Long ago, a seminary professor warned us seminarians never to use our pulpits as our own personal soapbox.  For the most part I try to abide by that except on this one topic.  So many people confuse what our faith is all about.  So many people describe Christianity as being all about the Ten Commandments and rules by which to live.  Even within Christianity we see this.  So many Christians focus only on the ethical part and so the whole world sees in our witness a religion which is little more than just another one of the world’s religions offering a slight variation in ethics.  We see that particularly at this time of year as we hear on the television and radio the over-sentimentalized message that Christmas is a time of “peace, love, joy and happiness between people throughout the world.”  

While, it is true that as Christians we are to live by certain moral standards, that is not primarily what our faith is all about.  I have preached this before, I have talked about it in bible class and I will continue to do so until the day I die:  Christianity is about life and it has been all about life since the time that Jesus laid the foundations of the earth.  It’s about a gracious and wonderful creator who chose to create the objects of his love, meaning, you and me.  He breathed into mankind the light of life, gave them a marvelous world in which to live and, best of all, he lived with them.  Christianity is all about living.  It is about hearts beating, lungs breathing, blood pumping, legs running, arms waving, and eyes seeing.  Moreover, it is about living with God, walking and talking with him, enjoying him while he enjoys us.  Jesus, the Word who was with God and was God from the beginning made you and me and all creation. . . for life.  This is essence of what it means to be human.

That plan, of course, went painfully awry.  My dear friends in Christ, when St. John writes, “In the beginning was the Word,” he wants our minds to jump back to Genesis.  He wants us to think about the way things were and the way things were meant to be.  He wants our thoughts to go back to that time in creation when people understood the full extent of what it meant to be human as our Lord intended it.  Have you ever thought about this: Adam and Eve were the only creatures ever to experience life as Jesus intended?  They alone know what it means to be perfectly “human.”  And even then, they traded the light of life for the darkness of sin.

The sad reality is that the only life you and I now know is a life tainted by sin.  And when I say tainted I don’t want you to think that sin is just something that has kind of splashed on to our skin and now stains it a little bit.  No, sin has permeated every aspect of our lives.  I know that it is Christmas day and a time for good cheer and holiday fun, but let me ask you to save the eggnog for later and to really take a moment and think of how affected you are by sin.   How many here on this glorious day have already been angry, had harsh words with family members or have felt frustrated with too much to do?  How many have grumbled about having to be in church when you have so much to do on this day?  How many of you smile on the outside when you see family for Christmas but harbor deep resentment in your heart?  How many of you here are suffering physically, emotionally or spiritually? 

The tentacles of sin reach every aspect of our lives and St. John says that the problem of sin’s darkness runs so deep that we don’t even know our own creator any more.  “He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him.”  Who here remembers the movie, The March of the Penguins?  It is about the annual migration of millions of penguins in the Antarctic.  One of the things that struck me was the strength of the connection baby penguins have with their mothers.  Now, from my perspective, one penguin pretty much looks like the next penguin.  They’re black and white and they waddle.  But a baby penguin is able to distinguish the call of its mother from among the millions of penguins in a flock even if the mother is on the furthest side of the flock.  Isn’t that amazing?  Yet, what a baby penguin can do, St. John tells us that we are unable to do, that is, recognize the one who gave us life.
My dear friends in Christ, human beings were not meant to be this way.  Don’t think for a moment that the way the world is, is the way things were supposed to be.  Now, I am not simply trying to be provocative or insulting, but you and I don’t know what it is like to be truly human.  Don’t think for a moment that we were created by Jesus for hatred and anger, lust and impure thoughts, malice and greed, sorrow and depression, or worries and concerns because we were not.   In a very real sense, sin has made each and every one of us less then human.  And nothing illustrates this more than the fact that we who were created to live, we who were created for life. . . now die.  Death is a subhuman event never meant to be in this world created for life.

But, this is Christmas Day, a day of good tidings and great joy for my dear friends in Christ, to borrow from St. Luke’s gospel, “I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.”  Our God was not satisfied to dwell somewhere out there in the universe, floating above us in sublime isolation while he watched us languish in a world broken by sin and death.  Instead, he broke into our world to restore each and everyone us so that we will finally know what it means to be fully human.  
“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.  We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only who came from the Father full of grace and truth.”  Jesus became flesh, he became human to restore all of humanity.  The eternal Word became a baby lying in a manger, drooling, sucking, soiling his diapers, nursing at his mother’s breast, burping, spitting up and doing all things that baby human beings do.  The God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God had fingers and toes, eyes and ears, legs and arms, hands and feet, just like you and me.  He was perfectly God and perfectly human.  The only exception is that Jesus was human without sin.  

My fellow saints, Christmas is about our Lord becoming fully human to bring back to you and me the fullness of our humanity; to make us truly human as he had intended at the time of creation.  He planted his most human feet smack dab in the middle of our world to bring life, true life back to us.  All of humanity had lost the light of life through death but Jesus came to over power death and when St. John speaks about the seeing “his glory, the glory of the One and Only who came from the Father,” he is speaking of the cross.  You see, in John’s gospel Jesus is glorified by the Father when nails pierce his hands and feet.  He is glorified as his perfectly human body gasped its last perfect breath as the perfect sacrifice crying out, “It is finished!”  That is the true glory of our God.  It is not with the angels who sang on that first Christmas night.  It is not in star over Bethlehem which shown down on the manger.  It is the arms of Christ our Lord, Creator and God extended on a tree for you and me.

As I said earlier, St. John gets right to the heart of the matter.  Christianity is all about life and it is through the cross that life is returned to you and me.  Christmas Day is our reminder of God’s love for humanity and his desire to see the day when we will all once again, with hearts beating, lungs breathing, blood pumping, legs running, arms waving, and eyes seeing, live, but without sin, and in the presence of the glory of Jesus our Lord and Savior.  And why?  Because that is the way it was meant to be.  Glory be to God in the highest!  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

