Second Sunday of Christmas – Jan. 3, 2010

John 1:1-18 - Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

Christmas and New Year’s are over but it is still the season of Christmas on the church calendar, at least for a few more days. Children will be back in school tomorrow and no doubt comparing what gifts they received for Christmas. We give gifts to each other to celebrate God’s great gift to us in Jesus. But what is it that we are really giving? There was a clever Hallmark commercial that I thought captured it well. 

(Hallmark Christmas 2009 Commercial) What do you really want to give for Christmas this year? Love, joy, caring, thoughtfulness- these are the things that we really want to give each other. And Hallmark has lots of ways to help you find meaning inside. What does that gift really represent? 
At the end of this season of Christmas it is good for us to take a step back from the manger, from the angels and shepherds and wisemen, and to ask about the meaning inside. Who is this child, this baby Jesus? What is the deeper meaning inside God’s gift to humanity? This is exactly what the writer of John’s gospel does. John isn’t really interested in Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. John looks for that deeper meaning. He gets all philosophical on us. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” John takes us back to the very beginning of time when God spoke the creation into existence. Jesus birth didn’t just happen during the reigns of King Herod and Caesar Augustus. Jesus has existed from the very beginning of time and even before. Jesus is God in the flesh. “And the Word became flesh and lived among us.” 
One of the things John seems concerned with is answering the question- How do we know what God is like? And he says very clearly that Jesus reveals God’s glory in a way never before revealed to humankind. “No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.” I love that phrase- close to the Father’s heart. If you want to know what God is like then look at Jesus. John says that Jesus reflects God’s glory, full of grace and truth. 
Have you ever wondered what God is like? I think we all have an image of God. For some God is a strict score keeper, a judge to be feared and obeyed. For others God is a loving parent who loves unconditionally. And sometimes our image of God wavers back and forth between these two extremes. When something good happens we say, “I guess the old man upstairs was looking out for me.” When something bad happens we question how God could let this happen to us. Is God angry, mad, punishing us for some sin we’ve committed? Our image of god can change like a roller-coaster going up and down depending on the circumstances of our lives. And while our understanding of God may change, God doesn’t really change. 
Have you ever wondered what God is really like? John says that if you really want to know what God is like, look closely at Jesus. Jesus gives us the clearest picture of what God is really like. And when we look at Jesus what do we receive? “From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” That’s what we receive from him- grace upon grace. Jesus reveals to us God’s heart, full of grace. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”
Once upon a time, there was a man who struggled with the Christmas story. How is it that God became a human being? He certainly didn’t understand it, and wasn’t even sure he believed it. One very cold December evening in the midst of a blizzard he sat in his chair by the fireside and began to read his newspaper. A few minutes later, he was startled by a thudding sound. It was quickly followed by another, then another. He thought that someone must be throwing snowballs at his living room window. When he went to the front door to investigate, he found a flock of birds huddled miserably in the snow. They'd had been caught in the storm, and in a desperate search for shelter had tried to fly through his window. 

"I can't let these poor creatures lie there and freeze," he thought. "But how can I help them?" He thought of the barn where his horse was stabled. It would provide a warm shelter. He put on his coat and boots and tramped through the deepening snow to the barn. He opened the doors wide and turned on a light. But the birds didn't come in. "Food will bring them in," he thought. So he hurried back to the house for bread crumbs, which he sprinkled on the snow to make a trail into the barn. To his dismay, the birds ignored the bread crumbs and continued to flop around helplessly in the snow. He tried shoeing them in the barn by walking around and waving his arms. They scattered in every direction--except into the warm, lighted barn. "They find me a strange and terrifying creature," he said to himself. "And I can't seem to think of any way to let them know they can trust me. If only I could be a bird myself for a few minutes, perhaps I could lead them to safety." 

Just at that moment, the bells of the church in the tiny village where he lived began to ring. It was Christmas Eve. The man stood silently for a while, listening to the bells pealing. He thought of the Christmas story and how God became human. Then he sank to his knees in the snow. "Now I understand," he whispered. "Now I see why you had to do it, become one of us.” 
How do we know what God is really like? It’s because God became one of us to reveal to us how much God loves us, and to save us from our sins. God entered our human story with all of its joys and blessings, and its pains and sorrows, in order to reveal God’s love for us. Grace upon grace! 
We don’t need a Hallmark store to help us find meaning in Christmas. We need a church to help us find the meaning packed inside God’s greatest Christmas gift to the world, God’s living Word, our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.
