 
And the Word became flesh and lived among us.  With those well-known words, the Gospel of John explains that Christ is born, our Savior is among us, and God’s promises have been fulfilled.  Such basic, plain words.  And the Word became flesh and lived among us.  The Word, who was with God – who was God – lived among us, as one of us.  The Word, our God, becoming human, living as one of us, with us, for us.  And the Word became flesh and lived among us.  With these words, John instigates a scandal.


Think about it.  The Word – God, deity, holiness, truth – became flesh – stinky, visceral, messy – and lived among us.  The holiness of God became the fleshiness of you and me.  How is that even possible?  If you start to think about it, it actually sounds kind of… sacrilegious.  Scandalous.  How can God become a person?  Why would God become a person?  I mean, isn’t God’s job to be God?  And after watching us mess up all this stuff, barely able to keep our own bodies together, why on earth would God want to be on earth?


This has been a struggle for Christians for centuries.  We want our God to be holy, powerful, wise, other than us – and yet, here sits John, declaring plainly that the Word became flesh and lived among us.  It sounds distasteful – if what we’d each really love to be is a perfect, powerful God, why would God come down here and be one of us?  Surely, God couldn’t have really become human – maybe he only looked human.

There has been another struggle in Christian faith – the struggle against Gnosticism.  Gnosticism is an ancient concept using the Greek word gnosis – that’s G-N-O-S-I-S for those of you taking sermon notes – which means knowledge.  Direct knowledge, the kind of thing you know because you’ve been there.  The Gnostic ideal holds that there is mystical knowledge of pure form to be maintained, and once you’ve touched it, you are elevated beyond the dirt and mess of fleshy existence and will radiate the glimmer of real knowledge.


The Christian version of Gnosticism takes things a step further.  It couples the personal desire to be better, smarter, and more important than anyone else with the theological dis-ease about an embodied God.  In the Christian brand of Gnosticism, Jesus wasn’t really a person.  He just looked like it.  He didn’t really die – it was just an illusion.  Jesus was so connected to THE gnosis, secret knowledge, that he imparted just little bits to his disciples.  Christianity isn’t about God’s work, in this concept - it’s about your work.  You must work hard to find those little bits of gnosis dropped by Jesus, so that you can fan your personal flame of deity for yourself.

And that sounds a whole lot better, doesn’t it?  You can just count on yourself to hunt hard enough, work hard enough, to find those nuggets of knowledge hidden about.  You then can win that knowledge and be better than other people.  Jesus doesn’t have to be human, and neither do you!  Everyone can avoid the fleshiness of life and be perfect little personal deities!  Hooray!


Gnosticism isn’t dead.  It may have been declared a heresy by early Christians, but it is alive and well.  Because we want to make ourselves perfect – or at least better than other people – and it doesn’t feel like it counts unless we work at it ourselves.  Things like the mystical union of the Word and flesh don’t really cut it.  We don’t want to believe in holy mysteries – we want answers.  And we want to be the only one with the right answer, so we can have the leg up on someone else.  We want Jesus to be just a good guy who taught good things, from whom we can learn some important stuff.  We reduce Jesus to a spiritual teacher who, if we just focus enough, can teach us the secret knowledge of wisdom and purity.  When we say that we have to earn our salvation, we are Gnostics, saying that we can uncover our own divinity by listening really closely to Jesus’ secret teachings.
And this set of beliefs, unfortunately, doesn’t get you very far.   It is a plot is riddled with holes.  As anyone who’s ever tried really, really hard to be really, really smart so as to get really, really holy could probably tell you, it’s a lot of work.  And it never ends.  You never actually get to the flame of divinity at the end of the tunnel.  Something is always getting in the way – and it’s usually your own self.  I mean, how many of you made New Years resolutions this year?  How many of you have already messed them up, and you’re only three days in?  For that matter, how many of you have been setting the same resolution for the past however many years, and you’re still not any closer to losing weight, quitting smoking, saving money, or any of the other things you promised you’d do?

Because you’re not perfect.  Don’t worry, I’m not either.  This world is not perfect.  It is good – indeed, God made it very good – but it’s not perfect.  And no amount of you working really, really hard is going to make it perfect.  People have tried for eons to make the world right.  It didn’t work.  What needed to happen to make this world right is something completely game-changing.  God couldn’t be some distant, perfect deity, and we couldn’t be some dirty little lumps desperately fanning our personal sparks of divinity into flames.  Something truly different, amazing, even scandalous had to happen - And the Word became flesh and lived among us.

God had to be one of us, living in our own fleshy bodies, walking this messy earth, truly living and dying as one of us, finally breaking down the wall between pure and impure, dirty and clean, holy and lowly.  God has claimed us, fully – not just made us, not just watched us, but been one of us.  There is no striving to be good enough, because God already did it.  There is no working to gain secret knowledge, because Christ has lived as us, and that is all there is to know.  There is no self-gratifying action you can take, because it is not your work, it is God’s.

And it all happened through some strange, mysterious event in which the Word became flesh and lived among us.  And don’t ask me to explain it, because I can’t.  I don’t honestly know how God became a human, who was our Savior.  I don’t even exactly understand how it is that this man, Christ Jesus our Lord, had to die to free us from the mire of sin and death we’d got ourselves stuck in.  I don’t even know how to tell you that he was God, but he was an infant who spit up and bawled and maybe had colic.  Sisters and brothers, it is a mystery.  But that doesn’t make it any less true.  If anything, I’m only more convinced of its truth because of its mysteriousness – because I’m not sure something of God should be that clear-cut.  I am more sure that gnosis is a lie, and I never will understand it all.

So shake loose your ideas of making yourself good enough and smart enough so that doggone it, people will like you.  That work is not yours.  What is for you to do is love your God and trust in God’s promises, knowing that you are made right simply because the Word became flesh and lived among us.  For this, and for all God’s life-giving mysteries, thanks be to God.

