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     Advent - 4th 

“How Can This Be?”
John 1:14 - 18

Luke 1:26 - 38

Text:  “And Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be,  . . . ?’”   . . . Luke 1:34

It was time for the Annual Christmas Pageant.  Mrs. Peterson was trying desperately to find a suitable part for each child.  After weeks of thought and consideration she had it all figured out; except for Sandra, a six-year-old hyperactive child, who, on top of everything else, stuttered badly.  Sandra could not be one of the sheep or an angel, for she wouldn’t be able to stand still.  And she certainly wouldn’t be able to be a reader because she stuttered too much.  And then Mrs. Peterson had a brainstorm.  Sandra could wear a sandwich board announcing the meaning of the birth of the Christ Child.  She would wear the word Immanuel, which means “God is with us”.  All she would have to do would be to walk on at the proper moment, stand for about 5 seconds, long enough for the people to read the word, “Immanuel” and walk off.  It was the perfect part for Sandra.  

Everything went well in the rehearsals.  However, on the evening of the Pageant when it came time for Sandra to walk on the stage wearing her sandwich board, one of the straps broke and the sandwich board fell off.  Sandra was smart enough to pick it up and hold it before the congregation; but it was upside down.  Sandra was frustrated and her hyperactivity took over.  She jumped up and down and stammered in the most 6-year-old frustration you can imagine, “It’s hard to be a word!”

Indeed, it is hard to be a word.  

During this Christmas season we find ourselves addressing the issue of what it means for the Word to become flesh and to dwell among us.

What is the impact of God to become One-with-us?

You may recall from the Scripture how shocked Mary was when God’s angel told her she would conceive a son who would be the Son of God.   I think her shock was most appropriate and she replied, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”

Knowing that even the Holy Mother can be shocked by God helps us to understand this revolutionary concept.  God in the heavens is something that doesn’t trouble us too much.  But the Divinity becoming flesh – the “One-with-us” – that the Divine could, or more threatening, would break into our secular world, is something that leaves us with the virgin, the unbetrothed Mary, pondering “How can this be?”

The Divine becoming flesh and dwelling among us is so problematic.  Not the least being that if the Divine assumes flesh and bone like you and I, how can we distinguish between ordinary people and the One that is divine?  How can we know that the person next to us is just one of the folks, and not the Divine walking in our midst?  Take a look at the person sitting next to you – is he or she the Divine, or just one of us plain folk?

But theological ponderings aside, how can this be?  How can we celebrate the coming on the Christ Child, the Word becoming flesh? 

I have three points.

1.)  The Word becomes flesh in marvelous miraculous ways we all too easily take for granted.  This hasn’t been the easiest of Christmas seasons.  There are people sick, people suffering with terminal illness, deaths of our members, and reports of people being drastically affected by the economic downfall.  

And through it people wonder why?  Why do we suffer with terminal illness, why must our loved one die at this time of year?  I recall a conversation I had with Dr. Mackie Corson, a pathologist at Brigham and Women’s Hospital and one of the most devoted Christians I have ever met.  He said if he ever had a chance to preach he would want to talk about miracles – the miracles he sees every day at the Hospital.  The miracles of medicine that have only been with us a matter of just a few years – things like insulin for a diabetic, antibiotics for those suffering infection, diagnostic tools such as CAT scans and MRI’s, and blood gas analysis, and surgical procedures, transplantation, and artificial implants that that have extended both the length and the quality of their lives.  Dr. Corson sees these as the healing presence of Christ at work in the minds and hands of doctors, scientists and researchers.  

I have since thought of this often as I visit people in the hospital.  And I certainly thought of it fifteen years ago when I developed an infection in the bursa sac of my left elbow that required almost two months of intravenous antibiotics.  If I had been born about 40 – 50 years earlier, I would not have survived.  

Surely the terminal illness and the tragedies we encounter are devastating and the grief is real; but in many cases because the Word became flesh and dwelt in a scientist or a doctor with the gift of healing lives have been extended and improved by years, sometimes decades.

Take a look at the person sitting next to you - is he or she the Divine, or just one of us plain folk?

2.)  The second point is that we cannot prevent the Word from becoming flesh and dwelling among us”.  One of the things that has struck me this Advent season is how the Christmas Season permeates all our lives.  

Sometimes I wonder how we can observe Christmas when the catalogues come out in July, the decorations go up after Halloween, and most of the commercials scream, “buy, buy, buy!”?

Now, if you think I’m about to launch off on a typical “clergy bashes Christmas commercialism” sermons, you’re wrong; just the opposite.  You see, through this period of preparation called Advent, the light begins to dawn – truly – as if the darkness cannot hide it.

And this is not new.  It happens this way every year.  It repeatedly proves that one of the tiredest clichés heard during this time of year is the worn out admonition to “keep Christ in Christmas” – is irrelevant.  
Beneath the cliché, “Keep Christ in Christmas”, is the idea that our parties and our presents have been overly sentimental and secular and that the “true” spirit of Christmas has been obscured or even lost.  But what is overlooked is that Christmas has always been a blend of the secular and the sacred, giving and commercialism, sentimentality and nostalgia.  Christmas has always been a time when the Divine breaks into everyday life, the sacred invading and sometimes taking over the secular.

What’s more, the celebration of Christmas has, since day one, been a holiday in which the secular has been incorporated into the sacred.  In that time what was more secular than “shepherds watching over their flocks by night” or things Kings or “Magi” coming from the eastern countries that had no concept of Jewish tradition or prophecy.  This merging of sacred and secular only deepens Christmas’ true meaning and underlines the power of our faith.
Take for instance, the date of Christmas.  You probably already know that there is no clear evidence of any particular day that the Christ child was born.  December 25th was decided upon in the third century to coincide with the birth of the Roman God named Mithras.  Pagan societies in those times had long observed the festival of new life at this time of year when the days begin to get longer.  Mithras was the most popular religious cult in the Roman Empire.  Mithras was said to have been born of a virgin, and that he waged a battle with the forces of evil and the blood he shed during this battle atoned for the sins of the world.  The parallels to Jesus’ own story are obvious.  

The point is that in adopting the 25th of December as the date for celebrating Jesus’ birth, the early church was not accommodating itself to the secular world, but instead was incorporating a pagan ritual into the story and life of the church.  This was not selling out.  It was an ingenious mechanism which enabled the church to reach a broader constituency.  It was inclusiveness at its best.  You see, even the secular can’t keep the Spirit of Christmas from breaking in.
Nor can the religious keep out the Spirit of Christmas.

3.)  My third and last point is that the Word becoming flesh can surely cause us to join Mary and say, “How can this be?”  Last week, if you were in the 11:00 traditional service no doubt many of you might have said, “How Can This Be?” when a total stranger marched up during the morning prayer and in foreign language began, quite loudly, his own prayer.  And just a few minutes later “How can this be?” or perhaps some similar, but stronger words might have come to mind when he kneeled at the communion rail and prayed loudly during the Choir’s sing Mendelssohn’s Gloria.  But then the word became flesh – some of our folk ministered to him, calmly and gently, and he sat quietly in the front pew with those people.  

Now, take a look at the person sitting next to you – is she or he the Divine, or just one of us plain folk?  But before you make your final answer, remember the words of Jesus in the 25th chapter of Matthew, “Whatever you did to the least of these my brothers and sisters, you did it unto me.”  Surely our members that helped him were the word made flesh to him.  But if what we did was to “one of the least of these” didn’t we – as a church – do it to the Christ?  The Word becomes flesh in ways we can scarcely fathom.
“How can this be?” – that God becomes incarnate, the Word becomes flesh, that Christ comes to live among us?  Perhaps we need to take seriously the words in John’s Gospel – “the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  Maybe in our time we transform Mary’s question and make it a rhetorical one, “How could this not be?”  Our God is big enough, strong enough, and most of all, loving enough, to invade even the most secular – and even the most religious of Christmases.

So deck the halls, trim the trees, jingle your bells.  Have yourself a secular “merry” Christmas and a sacred blessed one as well.  Christ is found in both.  

Indeed, “the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”

Take a look at the person sitting next to you – is he or she the Divine, or just one of us plain folk?

