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Every year, on this first Sunday after Christmas, our gospel reading is taken from the prologue 

to the fourth gospel, the majestic and somewhat philosophical essay that starts, ‘In the beginning was 

the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.’ 

Despite what one might assume, the gospel writers were not primarily interested in the facts 

of Jesus’ birth, but rather their significance.  And I would imagine for each of us, especially for 

mothers, the facts of our children’s birth are probably less important than what that means to us – 

that since their coming our lives have never been the same. 

Matthew and Luke, who focus on the earthly origins of Jesus, begin their accounts of his life 

with what scholars call ‘the birth narratives’, but what I would say are ‘birth metaphors’, or ‘birth 

parables.’ John, on the other hand, is concerned with the cosmic reality of God’s coming in the flesh 

of a human being, and the mystery of the “word made flesh,” in which the person of Jesus confronts us 

with both the divinity of God as well as the fullness of humanity. 

All this, of course, despite the writings of theologians over the centuries, is a mystery, 

something beyond our comprehension.  And Holy mystery, by definition, defies explanation.  So 

John proclaims, rather than explains.  And he links God’s coming in Christ to God’s being the cause 

of all creation.  “In the beginning was the word,” and that word that was at the beginning has now 

become flesh and dwelt among us. 
 

In Hebrew thought, the spoken word was more than simply a sound.  A word spoken is a 

dynamic and a causal agent that bears with it the truth and the power and the personality of the one 

of utters in.  And the Word (with a capital ‘W’) is God’s way of making things happen. Remember, in 

the beginning, God speaks the creation into being.  “God said, let there be light, and there was light.” 

That same creative light, that same life-giving Word was somehow mysteriously in the birth of the 

child Jesus, and because of that our lives have never been the same. 
 

Now these are deep and difficult concepts to wrap our minds around, but suffice to say that 

the testimony of the community that knew and experienced Jesus wants us to understand that this 

one born in Bethlehem is the mediator between the creator God and human life that God created. 

What John’s prologue, what his prelude or overture to the last gospel, wants us to understand     

is that only by seeing Jesus can we see and join in God’s love for the world God brought into being.  
  

In John’s poetic language, we hear that “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”   That is, 

something of God, something of God’s creative principle, has entered history and “dwells” among us 

[the literal translation of the Greek word for “dwells” was that God “pitches his tent” among us,  God 

pitches his tent alongside you and with me.] 
 

The prologue continues “What has come into being in [that is Jesus] was life ,and the life was the 

light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” 

There was a time, about a hundred years ago, when most people thought we had become so 

advanced that we could save ourselves.  At the turn of the 20th century, optimism abounded.  The 

western world was at peace and experiencing scientific breakthroughs: we could fly; we could build 

skyscraper; we could peer deep into the galaxies; there seemed to be nothing that we could not do, 

nothing would prevent the inevitable perfection of the human species. 
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A hundred plus years and two world wars, massacres in Cambodia, Rwanda, and Sudan, and 

at the hands of ISIS, the worldwide pandemics of AIDS and malaria, and now the threat of global 

environmental catastrophe, all make it clear that we cannot save ourselves as we once imagined.   

Surely education and progress in scientific knowledge will help, but we are still in need of more. The 

world still dwells in darkness.  We still need a savior.  As I said on Christmas Eve, there is still much 

darkness in our world, darkness that is not of ones own choosing, the reality which we recognize and 

name as evil. 
 

Jesus’ coming into our world did not stop all the evil that exists, nor did it remove all of life’s 

suffering.  Rather, his life was a sharing in the pain caused by evil, and by sharing in it, he helps us to 

change the way we see life - despite the evil that still exists. 

Marcus Borg has written, darkness “has an archetypal meaning as the image for the human 

condition. Darkness connotes blindness, lostness, night, cold, gloom, despair, chaos, danger and 

death.  And, of course, light is the antidote, (connoting) the ability to see, awakeness, warmth, relief, 

safety, finding one’s way.     In the light, there is life. And in John’s words, Jesus is “the light of the 

world.”    The Word, God’s mysteriously creative action, is the source of light and life for all the world.  

As John’s prologue puts it, “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the 

world did not know him…but to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become the 

children of God.”  He gave us power to act as agents of light in the darkness of our world. 
 

Yesterday, December 26th, the day after Christmas, is known in Great Britain as “Boxing Day.”   

It’s a state holiday.   Now if you were to ask most Britons what Boxing Day is for, they probably 

would say, “It’s the day for visiting the rellies” [that’s Brit-speak for relatives.]. [Judith Flandes in the 

NY Times].  But the holiday originated   as a celebration of the Feast of  St .Stephen.   

In the Christmas carol “Good King Wenceslas,” the king looked out on St. Stephens day to see 

the snow, “deep, and crisp, and even.”   And what that means was that it was not a beautiful winter’s 

day, but rather a day of severe cold, with all the deprivation, all the hunger that came with it.  And so 

in the carol, good King Wenceslas calls for food and wine and “pine logs,” not for his own feast but to 

be brought “thither,” that is, to be given to the poor. 

After the reformation, England changed the name of St. Stephen’s Day to Boxing Day, but its 

purpose remained as a day for charitable giving to the poor.   And in the 19th century, the poor were 

literally given boxes of gifts, or boxes of money, thus the name ‘Boxing Day.’ Sadly, today most of 

that tradition has vanished.  The day after Christmas, Boxing Day, is a day for visiting family, not 

giving to the poor. 

But I would hope that because of Christmas, because of the incarnation, because of the 

‘infleshness’, of Jesus, we might see every day as “Boxing Day,” days to be aware of the darkness, the 

pain and the suffering in life, and to be responsive to it.   For in the Word made flesh God declares that 

there is no squalor, no evil, no societal ill, no despair, no darkness, that can extinguish the light and 

the life of that Word made flesh. 
 

Despite all our words, still the incarnation remains a mystery.  Back in the fourth century, a 

bishop of Constantinople named Gregory of Nazianzus (389), spoke of Christ’s incarnation, God’s in-

fleshness, as a kind of “paradoxical exchange.”   “He who is becomes.  The uncreated lets himself be 

created.  He whom nothing can contain  is contained in the womb of a thinking soul…He who is the 

giver of riches becomes a beggar…He who is fullness empties himself.”    
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The mystery of the incarnation proclaims; it doesn’t explain.  And what it proclaims is God’s 

willingness to became needy and powerless – in order that we might recognize our need for God. 

“He came to what was his own, and his own did not accept him.  But to all who receive him, he gives power      

to become children of God.” 

 Today, let us bravely see this world with all its light and with all its darkness, knowing that 

the light of God’s love has come into this world, our world, and the darkness has never extinguished 

it.  Amen. 

 


