The Second Sunday of Christmas
January 3, 2010
Text:  John 1:1-18 
Sanctify us in Your Truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.

______________________

Happy New Year to all of you!  Since we in the Church celebrated the beginning of the Church’s new year on the First Sunday in Advent, it’s only fair, I guess, that we should also make notice of the new Year that most of the world celebrates.  After all, we live in that world, too!

At the time of a new year we hear a lot of talk about fresh beginnings, don’t we?  New Year’s Resolutions!  Listing all of your goals, your resolves, your hopes for the new year.  The things you’re going to try hard to begin doing – or to begin avoiding.

You may in fact have heard about the person who was absolutely thrilled about how well he had been able to stick to his New Year’s resolutions…so thrilled that he prayed a prayer of thanks:
Dear Lord…So far this year I've done well.  I haven't gossiped, I haven't lost my temper, I haven't been greedy, grumpy, nasty, selfish, or overindulgent. I'm very thankful for that.  But in a few minutes, Lord, I'm going to get out of bed, and from then on I'm probably going to need a lot more help. Amen
Those new beginnings that we resolve to make at the New Year probably aren’t really all that serious and important for us as some other beginnings in our lives.  Like marriage – the beginning of a couple to live together as husband and wife.  Or like the birth of your first child….the beginning of a family.  

And isn’t it true, too, that when we have memories of important beginnings like those, that we also have stories about them?  I still remember a story from my very first parish….a story one of the members told about his parents on their wedding night…about his mother’s wedding ring coming off in the dishpan that evening…and then she tossed the dishwater out the back door.  All of which involved a few anxious moments that evening, out in the backyard, trying to find the ring by lantern light!

I’ll bet you all have some good stories about your wedding day – about how hot it was…or how the rain was coming down like cats and dogs…that actually is my parents’ story.

Or stories about the birth of your first child.  How you almost didn’t make it to the hospital in time.  Or about how you were too early and the doctor told you to go back home again.  The point is, we like to tell stories about beginnings….beginnings that mean something to us.
And it’s no different in the church, in the Christian faith.  We Christians are a people with a collection of stories.  And these are stories of beginnings.  For example, the two difference creation stories in Genesis chapters 1 & 2.  Or the stories about the beginning of the People of Israel, the stories about Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob…the Children of Israel being in Egypt and God sending Moses to them to lead them out.  Many, many stories about the beginning of this nation Israel.

In the New Testament we have all those stories about the beginning of the church:  the Pentecost experience which the disciples had in that upper room when the Holy Spirit came upon them.  All the stories about Paul and his missionary journeys.  Stories about new  beginnings – that’s so much a part of the Christian faith.
And now in this Christmas season – it’s still Christmas, you see; today is the 10th day of Christmas.  In this Christmas season, what are the stories that we celebrate?  Why, of course, the Christmas stories.  The stories of the beginning of God made flesh.

Everyone knows the Christmas stories.  The story in Luke about Jesus being born in a stable, the angels singing to the shepherds.  Or the Matthew Christmas story – the one about the coming of the Wise Men.  Those are the Christmas stories we all know.

But did you notice today?  The Gospel of John doesn’t have a Christmas story like the others!  In place of a Christmas story, John has this:

In the beginning was the Word , and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.

That first phrase is the important one:  In the beginning was the Word.  You see, the Word is Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  We can tell that from verse 14:  And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.  
What John is saying here is that Christ, the Son of God, existed even before he came into flesh in the womb of Mary.  In the beginning was the Word.  That is, in the beginning was Jesus Christ.  Even at the time of creation, way back in the beginning, Jesus Christ already existed!

This is all about the pre-existence of Christ!  Have you ever thought about that before?  Maybe not….after all, Jesus Christ gave us enough to deal with in his life, death, and resurrection….why would we need to go rummaging around in some notion of preexistence for more of Christ to think about?  Just give me Jesus beginning at Bethlehem, and I have enough on my plate.

Which reminds me of the question which one of his students put to Martin Luther:  “What was God doing before he created the world?”  And Luther responded:  “He was out gathering sticks to beat the hell out of dumb students like you who ask such stupid questions!”

St. Paul talks about this preexistence of Christ, too.  In our Second Reading today, his letter to the Ephesians:  God chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world.
And also in his letter to the Colossians:

Jesus Christ is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created…He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together.

Here’s what I think Paul is trying to say:  People, this thing between us and Jesus is big.  It is cosmic, eternal, beyond time and space.  It began before we got here, before anything got here.  What God is doing in Christ is a project that began before anything got here.  What God is doing in Christ is a project that began before my little life took form.  When he empties himself, takes on our human form, and stands beside us, it’s God – the creator of the universe, the one who hung the stars in the sky, the fashioner of whales – it is God who is standing beside us.  And that makes a difference.

And, even more than that, Jesus didn’t just come down from glory, dirty his royal hands in the human condition, and then just stand beside us in weak resignation.  No!  He was raised from the dead…raised from his weakness.  He returned to the glory from which he came…taking his humanity with him!  Having embraced the world he helped create, he then returned to sit beside the creator, to rule.
You see, that’s what John’s Gospel is trying to communicate:  that Jesus Christ has no beginning.  He has always been.  He has always existed.  And that’s why John can’t tell a story.  How would you tell a story about the always existence of Christ?  If there is no beginning to Christ, how could there be a beginning to a story about him?  So John has to talk in this poetic, theological language.
But do you really want to hear the good news?  From this God, this Jesus Christ, who has no beginning – from that God we are the ones who get all of our beginnings!  Isn’t that wonderful?  

· From this God, Jesus Christ, we received our beginning in creation. 

· From this God, Jesus Christ, we received a new beginning in redemption, in his death on the cross for the reconciliation of the world.
· And from this God, Jesus Christ, we daily receive new beginnings through forgiveness.  

All this from someone without a beginning!

As John tells us in his poetic Christmas story:  From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.  I guess so!  Grace upon grace!

And here is even more good news!  Think about what it means that this pre-existent Jesus Christ…the one who created the world…the one who has existed from all time and even before all time….what does it mean that this pre-existent Jesus Christ was willing to become one of us?  

Here’s the really good news in a nutshell:  In Jesus Christ there is no isolation of human beings from God or of God from human beings!  Jesus Christ, as true God, is humankind’s loyal partner.  And Jesus Christ, as true man, is God’s loyal partner.  In Jesus Christ, God and humankind are joined!  When you and I look at Jesus Christ, we know that God’s deity does not exclude humanity, but it includes it.  It is the great good news that God does not exist without humanity!

So thank goodness for John’s Christmas message:  In the beginning was the Word.  Not just a baby lying in a manger, but an all-mighty, all-powerful, everlasting God!  A God of creation, a God of redemption, a God of new beginnings!  God and humankind joined together!  You and I joined together with God!  What a God!

