The First Sunday After Christmas
Isaiah 61:10-62:3

Psalm 147:13-20
Galatians 3:23-25; 4:4-7
John 1:1-18

(In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.  
Into the joy of Christmastide, the Feast of St. John the Evangelist crept on Thursday.  The gospel for that day was the first part of today’s reading, the opening 18 verses of John’s gospel.  In place of the stories about Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem, complete with mangers and shepherds and heavenly hosts, we find ourselves face-to-face with the magnum opus that is the Prologue to John.  Fr. Conner said last Sunday that John’s is the most developed Christology of the four gospels.  John doesn’t think it important to give an “infancy narrative” because it’s clear now to John, who is closer to the end of his life than the beginning, that Jesus had come from God.  Indeed, Jesus was God.  Like John’s symbol, the eagle, the theology in his gospel soars above that of the synoptics.  The prologue is like the overture to an opera – in it we hear all the themes John will develop later (light and darkness, law and grace, faith by believers versus rejection by the world).  Listening to those themes, telescoped down in the prologue, “whet[s] the appetite of the hearers” for the greater work to follow.  
It occurs to me to ask two questions of John:  First, What was his mission? Late in the book, when John gives his rationale for writing, he explicitly says he writes “so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”  (Jn 20.31.)  The tense of the verb “believe” suggests a decisive, concrete, singular event:  John wanted the listener to hear these stories, have an “Aha” moment and realize:  “I believe – I believe all this; I believe in Jesus.”  That’s John in the classic sense of evangelism – sharing the gospel with people who don’t already know it.  Read in that light, there’s an implicit message about evangelism in the prologue because, whatever else we may say about the first 18 verses of John, they were a masterpiece of rhetoric because they spoke to an unbelieving audience in terms they recognized.  

Two nights ago Renee’ was watching Oprah interview the guy who started a website called www.howthingswork.com.  He explained how email works, how the telephone works, how your television works.  Oprah polled her audience, and only a fraction believed they understood how email got from one computer to another, but they were interested in what the guy had to say because the internet – although they couldn’t explain it – was something that mattered to them.  
St. John the Evangelist does something like that by starting his gospel with “the logos,” the “word.”  The term logos meant something to many cultures.  If you were Greek and into philosophy, the Logos was the “stabilizing principle of the universe.”
  Maybe you wouldn’t be able to explain what that principle was, but you knew it was there and it just made sense to you.  If you were a Stoic, the Logos was the force beneath nature that made the universe rational.  To the Gnostic it meant one thing; to the Jew it meant something else again.
  Archbishop William Temple wrote:  “The Jew will [hear “Logos” and] remember that ‘by the Word of the Lord were the heavens made’; the Greek will think of the rational principle of which all natural laws are particular expressions.  Both will agree that this Logos is the starting point of all things.”
  Both would agree that the logos was relevant, that it mattered to them.  The average person might not have known exactly what the Logos was (any more than the average Oprah audience-member could explain how the internet works), but John’s mission was to instill belief, so he put his message in familiar terms that would capture the imagination.  
Now, I ask you:  How much of what Christians do and say doesn’t matter one bit to the culture?  Do we have so little regard for what matters to the people around us that we can’t even have a real conversation with them?  I regularly read “Common Grounds Online,” a weblog to which a friend contributes regularly.  Recently this post appeared:
A friend of mine has recently helped write a book entitled, UnChristian, which, in conducting research with those outside Christian faith, has discovered that many today have dismissed Christian faith based upon a negative image of it. One person interviewed said, “Most people I meet assume that Christian means very conservative, entrenched in their thinking, antigay, antichoice, angry, violent, illogical, empire builders; they want to convert everyone, and they generally cannot live peacefully with anyone who doesn’t believe what they believe.”  The book’s author goes on to say, “We have become famous for what we oppose, rather than who we are for.”

Howard Hendricks said:  “In the midst of a generation screaming for answers – Christians are stuttering.”  Just go check out a book; read a newspaper; watch a movie; listen to a song.  People are asking about meaning and love and justice and community.  They do care about God, and they’ll listen to what we have to say about these things, if we’ll meet them where they are, give them a fair hearing, and speak in ways they understand.  John’s mission gave shape to his message because it was too important for him not to speak in terms that engaged his hearers’ imagination.

So, John’s mission was to get people to believe; but believe what exactly?  What was his message?  For John to say this logos was actually divine wasn’t all that shocking.  The Platonists and Stoics could buy that, but what came crashing in on people was verse 14.  Up to that point, the Logos wasn’t linked to Jesus’ incarnation at all, it wasn’t personal, it was just a force out there somewhere.  But verse 14 changed everything.  Saint Augustine described in like this in his Confessions:  “In them [the books of the Platonists] I read – not, of course, word for word, though the sense was the same . . . that at the beginning of time the Word already was; and God had the Word abiding with him, and the Word was God . . . .  But I did not read in them that the Word was made flesh and came to dwell among us.”
  That’s what made John’s message distinctly Christian.  The God who orders the universe had stepped into creation to save his creatures; he took on flesh to save flesh.  The tragedy was that the creatures he had fashioned through the work of his hands, rejected him and nailed his hands to a cross.  And yet . . . John doesn’t say nobody believed in Jesus.  Some recognized him and trusted in his name, which means they didn’t just know stuff about Jesus, they put laid all their hopes on him in complete trust.  And Jesus, by whom everything was made that has been made, created again.  This time he’s not creating a world, but a people.  John deliberately borrows from the creation account to put the Logos with God “In the beginning.”  Those three words in Hebrew are bereshith, the name of the first book in the Hebrew scriptures.  In that story, how did God create the universe?  With words.  He spoke:  “‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.”  (Gen. 1:3)  By the power of his word, God “called” creation into existence, and when we believe in the incarnate Word of God, he calls a new creation into existence, a new race of “children of God.”

My favorite illustration of the creative power of the word is the part of The Magician’s Nephew that describes the founding of the Land of Narnia.  When Aslan the Great Lion sings, stars come out of the nothingness, a young sun rises, and animals pop up all over the earth.  In this scene, Aslan chooses some of the animals, and they form a ring around him.  
The Lion, whose eyes never blinked, stared at the animals as hard as if he was going to burn them up with his mere stare.  And gradually a change came over them.  The smaller ones – the rabbits, moles, and such-like – grew a good deal larger.  The very big ones – you noticed it most with the elephants – grew a little smaller.  Many animals sat up on their hind legs.  Most put their heads on one side as if they were trying very hard to understand.  The Lion opened his mouth . . . he was breathing out, a long, warm breath; it seemed to sway all the beasts as the wind sways a line of trees.  Far overhead from beyond the veil of blue sky which hid them the stars sang . . . a pure, cold, difficult music.  Then there came a swift flash like fire . . . either from the sky or from the Lion itself, and every drop of blood tingled in the children’s bodies, and the deepest, wildest voice they had ever heard was saying:  “Narnia, Narnia, Narnia, awake.  Love.  Think.  Speak.  Be walking trees.  Be talking beasts.  Be divine waters.”

John says the Word became flesh and dwelled among us.  The God who created us from the dust walked on dusty hills in Palestine.  When his creation rejected him, he loved them to the end.  And he re-creates us as his church, a kingdom of priests, an alternate city in the midst of every earthly city, a culture counter to the world’s prevailing culture, a people with a message every bit as important to our neighbors as John’s was to his.  “Awake, love, think, speak and be.”  We’re called to be a people.  We have a mission; Christ, and Christ alone, is our message.
( In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.    
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