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Christmas 2 Year A
Reading:	John 1: 10 – 18

I trust you had wonderful Christmas and New Year celebrations, perhaps with family and friends. I hope it was a great time. 

For some, however, the Christmas season may not have been so great, not even happy. I think if we’re honest, we know this; perhaps from our own experience or that of others. The idea that Christmas time is more stressful than happy is a common sentiment in New Zealand, with research showing that a considerable number of people experience heightened financial and social stress, as well as strong feelings of loneliness or grief during the festive season. Even worst is when there is a spike in domestic violence. It seems that the significance of Christmas, God born into our humanity, is lost on people. This incredible event is not always good news for some. 

In our scientific age, the idea of the divine or supernatural is often questioned or discarded as superstitious rubbish. So the Christmas event, of Emmanuel, God with us in Jesus, doesn’t make sense for many; except as a time for a holiday or celebrating anything else but God in Jesus. It seems more preferable to confine the idea of the God-man or demi-god to myth or legend.

To be fair, it’s been a struggle for the Church as well. The Incarnation, God becoming human in Jesus, is one of the core doctrines of the Church. Yet, the idea of a person being both human and divine is profoundly difficult to grasp. At its heart is the question “Is Jesus God?” 

The term “incarnation” literally means “in the flesh” or “enfleshment,” derived from John 1:14, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us”. 

The early followers of Jesus certainly believed he was human. What they experienced of him personally, his ministry, death, and resurrection also led them to believe that Jesus was truly unique – that he was also divine. For the Gospel writers, Jesus was who he said he was in relation to God. For John in particular, Jesus was the Logos, the Word who, in the beginning, was with God and who was God, and through whom all things were created.

These may be familiar words to us in the church today. And perhaps we often take them for granted and straight forward. But for the early church in trying to clarify its beliefs, the incarnation was anything but straightforward. Different individuals and groups developed particular ideas over time. I’d like to explore these very briefly and so I ask that you bear with me if it gets a bit heavy.

One such group, the Ebionites, was an early Jewish-Christian sect (from the late 1st century or early 2nd century) who believed that Jesus was only human, the human Messiah. They also believed that he had a special status at his baptism as an adopted son of God, enabling him to be a charismatic and inspirational leader and teacher. But to them, Jesus was never divine.

Around the same time, and growing out of early Christian Gnostic teachings, was the idea of Docetism (Greek for appearance). Opposite to Ebionism, Docetism was the belief that Jesus was not really human but only appeared to be human. In essence, Jesus was purely spiritual, thereby dismissing the corruption of his body and suffering.

In the early 4th century (318 C.E), a priest named Arius from Alexandria, Egypt, developed the view that Jesus as the Son, was “begotten” of the Father and, therefore, a created being, subordinate to God the Father, and not co-eternal or of the same divine substance. In other words, Jesus was a lesser god.

A few decades later (around 372 C.E), and as a response to Arianism, a bishop named Apollinaris (the Younger) emphasized Jesus’ divinity. Although he accepted the humanity of Jesus, he denied that Jesus had full human intellect. Instead, Jesus’ human mind was replaced by the divine Logos, making him fully God but not quite fully human.
By the 5th-century, another view developed called Nestorianism which argued that Jesus had two very distinct natures, human and divine. They were so separate that they constituted two persons rather than one: the human Jesus is different to the divine Jesus.

As a counter to this view, another position known as Monophysitism, taught that Jesus had only one nature (mono-physis), a divine one, where his human nature was absorbed or fused into his divinity, making a new distinct nature. 

These ideas, and others, show the challenges we, as the church, have had with the Incarnation. They also prompt us to wrestle with what the Incarnation means for us today. It raises the question for us to consider: if we believe in God, God who created everything in the beginning (as John did), can we also believe it possible for God to be human, like one of us, at the same time? 

This question echoes the lyrics of the song “What if God was one of us?” by Eric Basilian, performed by Joan Osbourne:
If God had a name, what would it be?
And would you call it to His face
If you were faced with Him in all His glory?
What would you ask if you had just one question?

If God had a face, what would it look like?
And would you want to see
If seeing meant that you would have to believe
In things like Heaven and in Jesus and the saints
And all the prophets?
 
What if God was one of us
Just a slob like one of us
Just a stranger on the bus
Tryin' to make His way home?

So, if God was one of us, “just a stranger on the bus,” could you or would you recognise God? What would make you believe or even suspect that person is God? And how would you respond? As the song challenges us: “If God had a name, would you call it to his face?” “If God had a face, would you want to see it?” “If God was a slob like one of us,” so ordinary and perhaps unpleasant to the eye, would want to believe in such a God? 

Although the debates about the incarnation happened so long ago, some of those ideas still linger today. Maybe you prefer the human Jesus who is one of us and identifies with us, whose values and teachings make more sense to you about life now instead of the next life. Maybe the human Jesus fits better in a materialistic worldview where the miraculous or divine is better explained in naturalistic or more rational ways. 

On the other hand, maybe the divine Jesus is your focus. Matters such as eternal salvation and the works of the Holy Spirit are what is more important to you and, therefore, resigns the human Jesus to history. 

Whatever your view about the divine and human nature of Jesus, is his coming to us good news for people today? 

I believe the Incarnation – God becoming human in Jesus Christ – serves as profound good news. The Word which became flesh and lived among us offers a radical message of hope and solidarity to all people. It dismantles the chasm between the divine and the human, revealing a God who is not distant or uncaring, but one who chooses to enter the messiness, the joy, and the suffering of human existence. 

And John says of Jesus, that “to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God.” This act demonstrates humanity's fundamental value and dignity, affirming that our lives matter to God and that we belong to and with God. 

For those facing hardship during Christmas, the Incarnation provides comfort in knowing that God understands human vulnerability from the inside. It’s good news because it promises God’s enduring divine presence and engagement with our world. Emmanuel, God with us, God as one of us, and God who welcomes us into his family. Amen.


