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Introduction to the Scripture

We’re celebrating our Epiphany Party after worship today, but I’ve decided to hang out and linger in Christmas
a bit longer. This Second Sunday in Christmas always gets a little short shrift in these modern days when we
don’t so much take time out in the middle of the week to celebrate Epiphany… Yet Christmas the season does
deserve lingering on. Next week, we’ll hear of Jesus’s baptism and his whole ministry goes charging out of the
starting block. For now, we can still wonder at the baby in the crèche, and what it all means.

Too often, all the fun fights about theology and Christianity take place solely in the area of Easter. We spend a
lot of time making sense of the unhappy end to the story of Jesus, and the amazing not end that it ends up
being. We don’t spend enough time wrestling with Christmas. All too many bumper stickers want to proclaim
a faith that Jesus died for us, very few want to advertise that Jesus was born for us. You’ll hear some of that in
a hymn that’s coming up, too…

In this letter to the Ephesians, a kind of open letter to a bunch of churches really, not really by the Apostle
Paul, but somebody who wanted to write in the style of Paul… We get a lot of the formulas of these kinds of
letters: a fancy introduction, blessings on the church… and in that… wow… a whole theology. Really hang in
there because it’s kind of thick writing… but it’s a big deal… a whole theology of the Christian experience…

Sermon

No, we don’t spend near enough time being amazed by Christmas. The season, the dim light, the waiting of
Advent I actually think we do a great job of. We get those figures into the crèche… And then I think we sort of
freeze. The story pauses… Or, it’s like one of those eighties sitcoms where somebody makes a wacky joke
and everybody high-fives and then it freezes?

The mystery doesn’t come to a close once the baby is born.

It is just beginning… Because I think so many of us are comfortable putting holiness into a moment of birth…
It’s just in the living we sort of get uncomfortable. Two year olds… are they still holy? Just checking.

I like this Ephesians text, because even though it’s got all of the blood and atonement stuff that our medieval
ancestors would totally go crazy with… Even though it’s got all that Easter… There’s so much Christmas. I
think we need that. We have spent a lot of time coming up with various theologies of this place, the cross. I’m
wondering what might change in us if we worked more on a theology of the manger. No joke, I struggled to
find a picture of a manger that didn’t have the shadow of a cross or a crown of thorns on it… we get our
Easter all over Christmas.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Ephesians+1:3-14


See, God came and lived among us, not only to die, but to live… To remind us of the holiness of our living…
To be a child of God with us, so that we might be siblings of each other and of the holiness that can come to
us through that inheritance we share in Jesus. Often we talk about Jesus as a God coming drawing us up
moment… but what if we double underlined… God came down in Jesus.

What does it mean to be adopted as children of God… the vulnerability of this moment is an interesting one…
I’ve been struggling to put a feeling to the theology. If you were an older sibling… or cousin… can you
remember the moment when you met your baby brother or sister? Or that tiny cousin? I think that’s Jesus…
come to hold us… come to wonder at us, and say how fragile, dangerous, and precious we all are. Adopting
us into the miracle of love made flesh.

We are all adopted into this love, this holiness…

“I have the immense joy of being [human], a member of a race in which God Himself became incarnate.
As if the sorrows and stupidities of the human condition could overwhelm me, now that I realize what we
all are. And if only everybody could realize this! But it cannot be explained. There is no way of telling
people that they are all walking around shining like the sun.”

If only they could all see themselves as they really are. If only we could see each other that way all the
time. There would be no more war, no more hatred, no more cruelty, no more greed… I suppose the big
problem would be that we would fall down and worship each other. But this cannot be seen, only
believed and “understood” by a peculiar gift." - Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander

Each new year, we watch people turn over a new leaf in their life… And partly, I wonder at this, because it
always seems to suggest that the last year had a lot of bad leaves… And boy, do we all have those years, so
I’m not knocking it… But still. Rather than resolutions of what I’m not going to do in the next year… eat all of
the treats I get for Christmas…as an example… Here’s what I want to do, seek out the holiness of Christ in
whom I am adopted into the wonder of God.

I want to seek the holiness and incarnation in others… and that can be very small and close to home… and
that can be global. I am realizing that there is so much more that needs to be done to fully see our neighbors
of color.

I am helped in that realization by this man, Ta-Nehisi Coates.  In his book, which has become a national call
to reflection on the reality of racial disparities in our country unseen since James Baldwin, Between the World
and Me, Coates lifts up, over and over again the physicality of the experience of being black in America. He
talks about bodies all the time in a way that is very smart. Because we all talk about The Dream… we talk
about opportunity. Coates says he has learned to think like he is playing defense: “don’t get distracted by the
head… watch the body.” Bodies that end up in school to prison pipelines, bodies that suffer under poverty,
bodies that die… at the hands of our own systems we charge to protect life.

Bodies like Tamir Rice. Who died at age 12. Because of our society, because of the way our lives have been
ordered… when he was twelve, we didn’t see his body as being twelve… we saw him as older, other, less
fragile, more dangerous.  So he wasn’t seen as twelve when he was playing in a park with a toy gun… and
police responded to a call… and lost the word that it was a toy gun.

There was a holiness in his body that is lost to us. Unless we will come to embrace the miracle of the adoption
of the incarnation of all the children of God.
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We are all smart people, and yet we know we have to relearn who Jesus is… Is Jesus blond haired and blue
eyed? Of course not, but still our minds, our society, and our art has helped remove him from the body of
black people. Here’s a wonderful artist who helps us reconnect that incarnation, Janet McKenzie.

The other resolution is for all of us. Remember that you are adopted children of God, too. Remember that
when you are being kind to yourself, you may in fact be refueling yourself for the work of God. When you
despair for the state of the bodies of our siblings in God…

Be Christmas-y, basically. All year. We sang The Church’s One Foundation before, so I’ll leave you with a hymn
that floats over the top of the resurrection of that earlier hymn, now called “Help Us Accept Each Other”…
bringing instead incarnation.

“Teach us, O God, your lessons,
as in our dai-ly life
we struggle to be human
and search for hope and faith.
Teach us to care for people,
for all, not just for some,
to love them as we find them,
or as they may become.”
Help Us Accept Each Other - New Century Hymnal 388

Keep struggling to be human. Shine like the sun. Be Christmas.

1. Coates’s book (as well as James Baldwin and others) will be a significant part of our upcoming Racial Justice series.
If you’re interested in learning more about this group, please contact the church office!  ↩

2. http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/psp-a0035663.pdf  ↩

3. http://www.janetmckenzie.com  ↩
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