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Isaiah 52:7-10
Psalm 98
Hebrew 1:1-4
John 1:1-14

Who is that woman, and why does she always have a baby?
__________________________________________________
Signs of Christmas are all around us and yet we know that whereas the Christian story
once held a central place in our culture, and was generally understood, it is now
marginalized and we suffer from a sort of cultural memory loss.  When I was an
undergraduate the University ran a series of Lectures on the Bible and Western
Culture so that students studying English, History, Art, Music and Philosophy could
gain an understanding of the reference points made in the texts set for them.  This lack
of familiarity is expressed in a more recent story of a teenager who visited Gaudi’s
Cathedral of the Holy Family in Barcelona where there is a “magic square” in which
many numerical combinations add up to 33.  “Why 33?” she asked.  “Because Jesus
died at that age,” she was told.  “That was young - what did he die of?” she asked.
Walking into the Cathedral she continued “Who is that woman and why does she
always have a baby?”  These may not be our questions.  But the songs we sing and the
stories we tell in connection with Christmas make it clear that is the moment when we
celebrate that God, who through the prophets spoke in a fragmentary way, has now
made full disclosure through the child who was born to Mary and who died a grizzly
death at 33.  Hebrews says “he is the exact imprint of God’s very being”.  The idea
that such a life offers us the exact imprint of the mysterious, unknowable, Holy God,
presents an immediate challenge.  Not only are we faced with the question of God, we
are asked to consider God as incarnate in human form who experienced even death.  
 
Intellectual developments in the past couple of centuries have made it harder for
people of faith to maintain belief.  The advance of secularisation, the growth of
scientific method and the development new forms of knowledge such as physics,
biology, psychology and anthropology have resulted in an intellectual tradition in
which the hypothesis of God is no longer required as an explanation for anything.
Many people have felt that the time for religion is over.  At best it belongs with
childhood but not full adult life.  Others have kept the faith but, faced with the
attitudes and convictions of the present mindset, find it difficult to live with “a full
wealth of conviction” (Col 2:2).  One writer pictured it like this.  Christian theology is
a barge going down a river.  On one side of the river are shoals, which represent the
works of Hume and Kant, philosophers whose ideas are the source of many
intellectual barriers to Christian belief in our time.  To avoid these shoals some
theologians have jettisoned elements of their cargo of Christian claims, lightening the
barge to sail safely on.  Others have avoided the challenge and swung sharply to the
other bank, returning to an earlier world view in which they ignore or repudiate the
need to take account of new knowledge.  The Uniting Church, on the other hand, has
taken a brave stance.  It is committed to “enter into the inheritance of literary,
historical and scientific inquiry which has characterized recent centuries... and seek[s]
to sharpen [its] understanding of the will and purpose of God by contact with
contemporary thought. (Basis of Union, par 11)  Whichever course we are on there is
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no escaping the fact that there are is much to unpack in the symbols of this day.
Many of us are unsure about them even though they still attract us, but this makes it
worth trying to break them open again.

The prologue from John’s Gospel is like an overture that lays out the themes of the
opera that follows.  The full meaning of the overture emerges as the narrative unfolds,
but it is clear that here is the story of a human life and death that came to be seen in a
bigger, sacred, context.  John was heir to the tradition of Hebrew theology in which
God - the source of all value and life - was understood as remote, mysterious and
transcendent.  Nevertheless there was an agent of God that was intelligible - the
Word.  This was God’s revealing utterance or presence in the world.  The Word
meant God was experienced as active, not static.  By means of this active agent God
called forth life and made self-disclosure to the world.  This is what Prophets
responded to.  Later reflection said this was what brought Creation into being.
Ancient philosophers such as Philo called the Word the Son of God.  When John puts
Word and Son of God together in a human life he is drawing on deep and rich
traditions to say a life came to express, to the fullest possible degree, the mind and the
will of the Source of all being.  Once the link has been made, Word is no longer an
abstract principle.  It is embodied in a life that shared the same vulnerability we know
and has confronted the same anxieties and perplexities that shadow our joy.  Through
Jesus the Word was enfleshed to become an event in history - a story that is part of
our ongoing conversation.  The title Son of God is a way of saying that, from the first
he was fully open to express the will of God.  Therefore the meaning of God is to be
found in him who is cradled in the arms of Mary, a child who came to experience
everything we know.  That the Word became flesh means we have been inhabited by
grace.  

This is challenging, but it is good news.  It means the Source of all regards humans as
beings fully to be trusted, and holds humanity in the highest esteem.  This is not
something far off.  It is transmitted to us in Jesus.  John says those who are willing to
trust the gift of this life join Jesus in his Sonship.  The same Spirit that was present in
him enfolds us, even in our deepest anxieties, our profoundest fears and our tragic
losses.  By this means the habitation of grace is extended, and we become one with
the meaning of God Jesus expressed in the world.

God’s choice to inhabit the human opens an entire horizon of meaning for us.  It
makes a difference to how we image God.  And it radically affects the way we look at
our selves, and at the rest of humanity.  It summons us to have reverence for life, ours
- and that of others, for the Incarnation is a sign that all have been deemed worthy.
That is why today is a day of hope and great joy and we can have a Merry Christmas.
For here we see we have been affirmed in the deepest way possible.  The woman with
the baby holds the one who expressed God’s profound yes to our life.  And even his
death at 33 shows us, all barriers are broken by him.  He stands as a sign in that it is in
living not for ourselves but for Another that we will truly find the Way to life.
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