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Text: “And the word became flesh and dwelt among us filléd grace. And we have beheld his
glory, as of the father” (John 1:14).

Several years ago | came across a book enRided Earth written by two prominent
scientists, Dr. Peter Ward of the University of Washingiond Dr. Donald C. Brownlee also of
the University of Washington. These two astronomers rgaie a stir in the scientific
community by arguing the existence of life in advancethfomay be much more rare than
previously imagined. Dr. Carl Sagen and others sciengsiearfor years that there were literally
hundreds of thousands of advanced civilizations throughaugalaxy and the entire cosmos.
Ward and Brownlee believe that life, as we know it, fmaynuch more rare than previously
thought.

For one thing, modern science is demonstrating thaatia’s composition and stability
are extremely rare. Almost everywhere else in ourxgaiadiation levels are too high, the right
chemical elements are too scarce, and the numberef&dteroids and rocks too numerous.
Ward and Brownlee point out that there is something \v@anarkable about our solar system.
The earth is just the right distance from the susustain life. If it were just a few thousand
miles closer, it would be too hot on our planet to sudifinlf it were a few thousand miles

—




further from the sun, it would be too cold. Moreover, gbientists have discovered that the
planet Jupiter plays a unique role in our solar systesnafse of its enormous size, it absorbs
many of the comets, asteroids, and other debris in sphateould destroy our planet and forms
a protective shield for us.

Now, of course, there is a vast almost limitles®ant of the cosmos that we know
nothing about. But we do know one thing. There is no othwparable form of life in our own
solar system and that in itself is quite remarkable.

There is much we know about the origin of our world tixas unknown just a few years
ago. Today, scientists speak of “a big bang,” of “black hb@ds'‘quasars” and “quarks.” It is
hard not to stand before all of this without some deepeseinsystery.

Theologians, throughout the years, have distinguisbedden problems, puzzles, and
mysteries. Problems, by their nature, can be solvedy ¢ineeright application of human
resources--science, technology, logical analysimeSproblems such as cancer or social
problems may be so complex that they never will belvedoBut theoretically, given the right
research, funding and purpose problems can be solved.

Life can also be understood as a puzzle. A puzzlesaigieince may appear to be a
mystery. Yet, once the pieces are identified andeglacgether, a puzzle can be solved, no
matter how difficult it may appear to be.

Mystery is something essentially different from a peobbr a puzzle. A mystery cannot
be solved either in principle or practice. Thatssfithndamental nature. Moreover, mystery is
also unique in that it encompasses us. Mystery also agdésis found in the contemplation of
the world around us. It is found in the question, “Why isd¢lemething and not nothing?” It is
present in the child’s question, “Who made God?” The progsgonse to problems is study,
hard work, and the application of the proper techniques amégwuoes. The proper response to a
mystery is silence, wonder, awe, and prayer.

The scriptures from beginning to end have to do with ty&teny that encompasses our
existence. The Book of Genesis opens with the sinffienation, “In the beginning God made
the heavens and the earth.” The writer of the Gasdp#hn begins with this affirmation: “In the
beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and el Was God. And the Word
became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and trbiéxé is the self-disclosure of the
Creator in whose will and purpose the universe came.to be

To affirm that the Word has become flesh is to affinat the universe has its origin in

the will, the intention, and the purpose of God. Or tbitpanother way, our lives are not
accidents. We are here because God has placed usihbest Butterfield, a distinguished
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historian, once made the following observation: “Fbukebe sure of one thing--in the long run
there are only two alternative views about life oowthistory. Here is a fact that was realized
thousands of years ago and it is still as true as Ewt@er you trace everything back to sheer
blind chance, or you trace everything to God.”

This month’sHarper’'s Magazinecontains an article by Erik Reece, entitled “Jesus
Without Miracles,” in which the author, drawing on therks of Thomas Jefferson and the
Gospel of Thomas presents a Jesus that never perfaratda® and never claims that he will
have to die for the sins of humankind. | have learned tineeyears that many such articles often
tell us much more about the author than the subjethidricase the author is the son of a Baptist
minister who committed suicide. Along the way the autbst his faith and now has discovered
a Jesus who is as remote from the New Testamemteasould imagine.

On Christmas Day we affirm that in Jesus Christwagd has become flesh. Because we
affirm this, we believe that the world around us is ane&sgon of purpose, intentionality, and
ultimately the love of God. That is what we celebrts day.

Then, too, on this Christmas morning as we proclaimtti@Word was made flesh, we
affirm as well that all of creation has its meaningeasus Christ. “All things were made through
him,” the Gospel of John affirms, “and without him wa$ made anything that was made.” The
God who created the world is the same God we know in Jdwist. That means that the world
is good, not evil. One of the most powerful ideas enhilstory of religion is the notion that the
world that God has created is evil.

At the end of the 1990s a scholar by the name of Fr&o&gyama wrote a book he
entitledThe End of Historyin which he argued that as the twentieth century wasngpto an
end, Western liberal democracy had won the great battithe last hundred years. In thé'20
Century both the fascism of Hitler's Germany and thalitatianism of Soviet communism had
been defeated. Fukuyama argued that with the fall ofak@SUnion in 1989 America now
stood as the only remaining superpower, thus insuring peaqe@sgerity for the whole world.

That vision now lies in the wreckage of the eventSegtember 11, 2001, and the
subsequent months and years that have followed. Todasevengaged in a War of Terrorism
against the forces with a radical view of Islam. Theelwthe President of Iran announced that
the holocaust was a myth conjured up by Europeans and thatibe of Israel should be
destroyed. He also issued an order forbidding young peoplenrrom listening to the music of
the West. Now, | can only assume that the Presiddramis not a parent of a teenager, because
if he were, he would undoubtedly know that the best teayet young people to do something is
to forbid them to do it.

Now, there are many aspects of Western culturewtitibh one could argue, but one of
the most important aspects of the Christian faiftsigsistence that the world that God has
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created is good. That is why we celebrate the incamathe Word made flesh affirms that the
world God has made is good.

V.

The Word made flesh means also that the power thaticat which was not into being
and which raises the dead also reconciles and heal<réaéor is the Redeemer. This is the
climax of the birth of Christ as told by the Gospelohn: “To all who received him ...he gave
power to become children of God” (John 1:12).

There is nothing more important today than for the aintw recover the centrality of
Jesus Christ. Over and over again the New Testarffentsathat at the heart of our faith is not a
doctrine but a person. One of the most powerful s&as to the centrality of Jesus Christ is
found in the Letter to the Hebrews. The author of tbiskkthad seen the persecution of the
church that was taking place at the hands of the Romwr& Amidst this persecution he
affirmed that Christ himself is Christianity. Ask hinhat is the persistent, eternal factor in
Christianity and he offers no abstract theology. Hawsthat theology can change. Rather, he
says, “Jesus Christ...the same yesterday, today, angfdreAsk him what it means ethically
to live a Christian life and he gives no abstract cafd@oral laws. He knows that moral customs
change. Rather, he says, “Consider the Apostle andigkt of our confession, even Jesus;
who was faithful to him who appointed him.” Ask him wherdfihds the strength and power to
carry on when the road is tough and his answer is, ‘i@enthe one who endured the criticism
of sinners against himself that you do not grow weary,ifgnt your soul.” Say to him that the
world is going to the dogs that mankind is stupid, brutad, ancivilized, and incorrigible and he
says, “True enough! We do not yet see all things contrbNeman; what we do see is Jesus.”

George Kenan, who for a number of years was therisare Ambassador to the Soviet-
Union, once remarked that he did not believe that Marwsnnd every succeed in part because
it could not give an answer to the problem of death. Keaghthere was nothing more
depressing than attending a Marxist funeral. There wémpe for the individual beyond death.

The same is true of the radical view of Islam tkdteld be terrorist today. You cannot
build a civilization on the basis of “suicide bombgérs.

That is why it is important for us to celebrate Cimas, for in the birth of Christ we
believe that the Word has been made flesh. It is tiie @i Christ that gives our lives meaning
and redeems us from the powers of sin and death.

“Joy to the world, the Lord has come.
Let earth receive her king.”

Amen!
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