Incarnational Living
John1:1-14

There’s a passage in C. S. Lewis’ Miradleat | always think of at Christmastime, when \ee’r

reading these wonderful Scriptures that talk alle@icoming of Jesus, ‘God made flesh’... Lewis

writes:

“The central miracle asserted by Christians is thearnation. They say that God became Man.
Every other miracle prepares for this, or exhilihss, or results from this...{p. 112)

“In the Christian story God descends to re-ascemte comes down; down from the heights of
absolute being into time and space, down into hutysxadown further still, if embryologists are
right, to recapitulate in the womb ancient and pnanan phases of life; down to the very roots and
seabed of the Nature He has created. But He goes do come up again and bring the whole
ruined world up with Him.

One has the picture of a strong man stooping loamd lower to get himself underneath some
great, complicated burden. He must stoop in otddift, he must almost disappear under the load
before he incredibly straightens his back and mescbff with the whole mass swaying on his
shoulders. Or one may think of a diver, first reithg himself to nakedness, then glancing in mid-
air, then gone with a splash, vanished, rushingmtwough green and warm water into black and
cold water, down through increasing pressure irite tleath-like region of ooze and slime and old
decay; then up again, back to color and light, hisgs almost bursting, till suddenly he breaks
surface again, holding in his hand the drippinge@pous thing that he went down to recover. He
and it are both colored now that they have comeinip the light: down below, where it lay
colorless in the dark, he lost his color togg. 115-116)

In the Gospel of John, we just read his introdurctiiohn 1: 14

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling ameng\Ve have seen his glory, the glory of the
One and Only, who came from the Father, full ofcgrand truth.

The central miracle of Christianity is without authd, the Incarnation. This is a story that has so
resonated within history that our entire socitil celebrates it for weeks on end... oh, | know that
many (most?) don’t understand the deeper signifeant this season, but | still marvel how a baby

in a manger has lead to ... all this.

We've been talking for the past three or four wedlkse about something called “Radical
Hospitality” — about how the most radical hosptialf all is that offered by God to each of us.
How there is ‘room at God’s table’... we’'ve talkedoab Grace, and how God’s invitation to us is
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not based on our goodness, or how well we've ‘pallitogether’. God’s table is a ‘come as you

are’ table — or as someone once put it, “God cléanfish after he catches them.”

The point of Christmas is that God didn’t come &ctle just to give us a good reason to have a year-
end holiday. God came for a purpose -fitml us. Because we’re lost without him. He came to
forgive us, to bless us, to love us... to heal udd Game to teach us a better way to live, a way that

will bring us peaceasting peace, life, and hope.

So we've been talking about this concept of Radidaspitality, and how it begins with God’s
invitation to us to ‘come to his table’; but we aéso been seeing that it then becomes our privilege
to ‘share’ this love that we’ve received, thatlcomethat grace, with other$hatstarts (as | talked
about last weekend) right here in this communitystarts with ‘seeing’ each other as real people
with real needs, hopes, hurts, quirks — the whalgkage. With taking off the blinders as we walk
around this building. We talked then about how wediying to be diligent to support each other,
especially those with special needs (financial, ®wnal, spiritual) and provide a truly radical

welcome to each other and to guests in this pldoape you’re getting that.

This morning, the Sunday before Christmas, | wantauthink about the last piece of this puzzle.
Jesus told his disciples, ‘let your light shinedrefothers, that they may see your good deeds and
glorify your Father in heaven.” We are told agaimd again in the New Testament that vieey
point of having a relationship with God is so that wa to good works’ in the name of God, and
that it would be these very works that will givdiddy to thewordswe share about the God we've

come to know in Jesus Christ.

So, it is good, and it is necessary to show Godig |herein the church.But we haven't
accomplished our mission until we break out of ¢hemlls... until we get into the community...
until we are loving people who very well may novdous ‘back’. Until we share God'’s radical

hospitality with the world around us. That's oubjo

And it makes a lot of sense to talk about this fatismastime if you stop to think about it. | opdne
this message with C. S. Lewis’ quote about therhmatzon. If you remember, that the Incarnation is
the ‘central miracle’ of Christianity. We have arBhian ‘religion’ because God reached out to us,
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not just attempting to ‘get to know us’, but byitak on the human condition — with all that this
implies. He suffered. He loved. He was abandondtk was tempted, and overcame it all. He
ministered to people — particularly to the ‘outsjsthe people no one cared about. He welcomed
them, he touched them, he healed them, he fed therigrgave them, he had dinner with them, he
laughed with them, he partied with them at weddeageptions....

And he made a very interesting statement to hiseslofollowers as he tried to prepare them for his
coming death. He said in John 1¥gty truly | tell you, all who have faith in me Wldb the works |
have been doing, and they will do even greatergthithan these, because | am going to the
Father”

Think about that... the people who have faith in desill “do evengreaterthings...because’he

is going back to heaven. In the Incarnation thedMoGod - became human. One man. Limited in
space and time. Yes, he was God, but we read ilppians 2 that he voluntarily gave up the
‘rights of being God’ in order to accomplish hisrpose for us. He lived among us as a servant,
obedient even to death on a cross.

And when he conquered death, and he rose... the $mht came. And Christ Jesus then inhabits
the hearts of every believer. So it is no accidkat throughout the New Testament the Church is
called: The BODY OF CHRIST. Think about what thaans! Not just a figurative expression of a
‘gathered group’. Sometimes we’ll use the term Yad that way; meaning simply, a ‘group of
people’. But what if the “BODY” of Christ referretb something much more literal? That we
actually are CHRIST in the world?

And actually, that's exactly what it means. Socofirse, we can do ‘more’ than even the works that
Jesus did — because tbe@mepower lives in us that was in Christ, and we ar&.noeverywherel
laugh when | hear people complain about how Chsisto longer ‘in the schools’, or in public
arenas. Christ is iaveryChristian in every school — he is THERE.

I've had people say to me, “It's really hard for teebe a believer in my home, because Jesus isn't
in my home... I'm the only one who believes.” Wdien, friend, ChristS there in your home. He
lives in you! You ARE the Body of Christ! and Gadds in the world through YOU!
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Do you see what that means? Do you get what thaltes?
Our faith began with the Grand Miracle: with theamation. And that wasn’t a one and done thing,
it set the pattern, the standard for the Churcinftben on. We live an Incarnational Faith! Jesus is

still among us. Jesusstsll in the world! He lives in us! IN US!

How sad and terrible it is when we dishonor his e being the Body of Christ but living in
ways contrary to what he is, what he taught, and wa are! When we fail to love... when we falil
to forgive. When we are more likely to show angewpatience, pride, selfishness and all those
human traits instead of the fruits of the Spiridve, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. May Gwdive us for the times when we, his BODY,
have turned our backs on needs of suffering pety@eause we were more interested in

accumulating stuff for ourselves, or because webimidn’t want to get involved.

And may God forgive us for not understanding thatdGs big enough to impact not only this

church , but our world! Take a look at this...

[start video “Get Outside” by James Meeks].

And that's why we’re trying to do the same thingn.kig ways and in little ways. Some of you
may have noticed over the past weeks the ‘MitteeeTwhich was set up in thelight /
Education entryway. | thought it looked awfully Ifthis year, so | asked the Halligan’s to take a

picture before they took all the items off of itesmo Emergency Services. And they kindly did.

Take a look at that tree. (Pics on screen) It amesasn'’t it? Friends, there were 57 jackets, 580
mittens, gloves and hats, 4 pairs of boots, 1 lda(dnd a partridge in a pear tree). That's a gtong
be such a blessing to so many people! We have imddopting other families from the
community (as we always do), we are sending out fomuchers, children’s gifts, and lots of love.

This has been a wonderful Christmas.

I was sharing with someone recently about all thiegs that are happening in this church right
now; with our outreach focus of Radical Hospitalithe new projects that are going to be
happening, with the giving to the Discretionaryduetc. and they said, “It will be interesting &es
what happenafter Christmas!”
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I'll tell you, | did not relate this to ChristmabBye been relating what is going on in our churoh t
our mission. My expectation is that Christmas is one way we@eponding, but it's going to
continue - this is going to ‘snowball’, and 2010gising to be a year of ministry and outreach like

we have never seen here before! | truly believé tha

What would happen if we made a continued effordgk God to show us: what can we do to serve
our communities? | had a senior citizen come toarfew months ago and said, ‘You know, we
have a lot of retired people here who have sermedreétty near every capacity there is in this
church. Lots of experience and wisdom there, atgresource. We need for you to give us

something to do!”

Well | was totally with him until that last sentendBecause that’'s not the way we work it here. But
what if our retired/ sr. adults at FUMC started pding on God’s door asking how can | reach my
peers? You know better than anyone else — whathareeeds of your community? Where are the
open doors for us? Pray about that and then I¢yaug staff, and work area chairs) help you put
together some sort of ministry that will go outsitiese walls. There are no age limits on this

vision!

And the same thing is true for baby boomers... inoaldwvhere people are overburdened, way too
busy and extremely stressed, in a world where ni@e half of the marriages will fail, how can we
serve?How can we make a difference? (I've put one simpés in the bulletin this week, for a
couple of you — setting up, and taking down, for Marriage Course dinners. 8 Mondays starting
in January. It would take less than an hour. Sinfpleit will be a powerful witness). And you

young people — let God lead you, how can you besCimryour world?

A pastor named Mark Buchanan shared this in Leaged®urnal:

A few years ago, a friend assembled a weekend pamtly to lay sod in his yard. The sun was
shining. He had fresh coffee and cinnamon buns.tAedcrew he’'d called together were all good
friends. We liked each other immensely.

Then Al said, “Guys, do you realize something? Tifl This is it!” We stopped.
“Al, this is what?”

“This is community.”
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We all murmured our assent and congratulated orathaar. Yes. This is it.

But then | said, “Al, this is great, but | don’titik this is it. | like you all too much. Add a pemnsor
two to this company who lacks social graces, whakdodifferent, who’s needy, smelly, and
irritating. If we truly loved a person like thahen that would be it.”

Silence. Then one of guys said, “Uh, Mark. We'veeated you, haven’'t we?”
We all laughed, but they granted my point.

We're always tempted to turn the church into a chith our kind of people. With a strict decorum

designed to keep up appearances and keep outhfileye say, undesirables. But Jesus said it's no
credit to us if we love those who love us—our lohgeople. We don’'t need God to love them;
natural affinities are sufficient. But you, Jesasgds are to love the least of these and the wafst o
these—losers, enemies. That takes God: a supeabaubversion of our own prejudices, and a

heaven-borne infusion of God’s prodigal love.

| preach that. I try to live that.

A year or so after our sod-laying party, Wanda aed. Wanda was not our kind of people. She was
thirsty alright, for beer, port, rum, vanilla exttg whatever. She had only one way to pay for that.
I'll let you guess.

But she was desperate, and thirsty for somethisg. 8he called the church one day, wondering if
she could see a pastor, and now! Two of us metlvethShe told us her troubled story. | told her
about the woman at the well whose life, like Wasda&asn't going well. But she met Jesus and he
offered her living water. | explained what livingter was, and asked Wanda if she’d like some.

“Oh yeah!” she said. We prayed. She confessed ntepe surrendered. Drank deep.

The other pastor said, “Now, Wanda, this Sunday bl your first time in church. Don’t feel you
have to fit in right away. You can sit at the baickou like, come late, leave early. Whatever is
comfortable.”

Wanda looked at him sideways. “Why would | do that® said. “I've been waiting for this all my
life.”

That Sunday, Wanda was the first to arrive. Shastte front, and loudly agreed with everything |
said. She was the last to leave. The next Sundag thing, except she brought a friend, one of her
kind of people. | preached on servanthood. My rpaint: if you've tasted the love of Jesus, you'll
want to serve. It was Communion Sunday. In thoses,dave called our elders The Servant
Leadership Team. | asked the Servant Leaders t@ @rd help with Communion. That day only
two of our team were in church. They stragglechftont.

All Wanda heard was the word servant. And she leaoh istening intently to my sermon: if you've
tasted the love of Jesus, you’ll want to serve.

She walked straight up to serve Communion witlother two “servants.”

| flinched.
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Then | remembered Luke 7, Jesus’ words to SimorPlagisee as a woman, not unlike Wanda,
washed Jesus’ feet: “Do you see this woman?”
Do you see her?

| leaned over to Wanda and said, “Since this isryeery first time doing this, do you mind if |
help?”

So Wanda and | served Communion. The best partwatshing the faces of the people I love and
serve and pray for and preach to.

Not one flinched. They saw her.
This is it

! Mark Buchanan, “This Is It, “ Leadership journal g8ng 2008)
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