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Radiant Glory
Christmas has its own special character, I guess born of its precious nature in our faith, but long since absorbed by secular culture as well. I ought to know. I grew up in the US Navy, so as a boy I experienced Christmas in 8 feet of snow at our family’s Illinois homestead, complete with over the river and through the woods to Grandmother’s house … and I experienced Christmas at the beach in 80 degree weather in Hawaii. That was the year my siblings were first old enough to understand about Santa, so I made a construction paper fireplace for them to hang stockings, out on the patio tied to two palm trees. I have experienced Christmas on the central California coast—morning fog, afternoon driftwood fires on the beach. And I have been here in Philadelphia for 25 years too. The curious thing here, for me, is that this is where much of the American tradition of Christmas was cradled when this was the center of colonial America, but there is only rarely much winter into the mix, often it is hot and humid on Christmas Eve. I have also seen the run up in November and experienced Epiphany afterward in the Netherlands and Germany and in Canada. What all Christmases have in common is the sense of how precious a feast it is. People nurture it and protect it, much as they might a newborn child.

Of course, some of that is a cultural enactment of the Christmas story, The birth of an infant in a stable during a migration by donkey, the very human vulnerability embraced as part of the incarnation of the omnipotent God who is our creator.

There is a word for this, of course—this enactment, this reflection, this acculturation of radiance—this is “glory.” Glory is the “exact imprint of God’s very being.” [Heb. 1:3] We hear the word and we tend to think of triumph and trumpets sounding and royal ascendancy … and all of that is true, but we must remember that in the case of Christmas, glory, the imprint of God’s being, is the vulnerability of humanity, in the moment of a family experiencing childbirth. It is messy, it is as frightening as it is wonderful, one might use the old fashioned word “awe” together with today’s version “awesome.” It is the very radiance of God, the intensity of God, not just pictured but experienced like the warm rays of the Hawaiian sun in this universally understood moment of incarnation, of God with us—with us!

And therefore, in the midst of this very human experience of our very divine God is a sort of truth. Here is a moment where faith touches reality and the two become one. The truth about Christmas my friends, lies here in the middle of the Gospel we just heard, almost buried among the mystical language: “But to all who received him, who believed in his name, …”

No doubt out there in the real world, you have heard people talk about knowing Jesus personally. It is a certain manner of conversation among some kinds of Christians. And probably you know that it is not a way we talk usually in the Episcopal Church. But, we do know Jesus personally. I know Jesus personally.

I prize my knowledge of Jesus, it is a possession more precious than gold, it is a place in my heart where I know I am connected to God. And I know in that place that all of these conundrums, all of these mixed tenses in this Gospel, all of them are at once accurate and true. Jesus is. Jesus was. Jesus will be. God is. God was. God will be.

All that is, comes from Jesus, who is God, who is and was and will be.

What is that all about? It is simple reality. Space and time for God my friends are together one continuum. What you experience as the passing of time, is simply a human custom of accounting. For God there is no time, and there is all time. Jesus was, but Jesus is. The Jesus you know, is the Jesus who was born of Mary 2000 years ago. And this same Jesus is looking out for you now. And if you received him, if you receive him, if you believe, you have the power to become a child of God.

It is no wonder that children are, in our culture, thought of as precious because of the power of the relationship that results from the act of bringing life into being.

Just as powerful is the process, the act of love involved in becoming a child.

Did you ever become a child? I did. Most people I know were just born and just grew up. But there are millions of people like me, who met their parents well into life.

I was six when I met my “Dad” (my step-father). He passed away this year, on the 4th of July. But he is still with me. He is with my brother and sister and me when we gather, when we talk. We always say what he would have said. What an honor. But also what a joy. That we all are his children by the will of God, because it is God’s love that made us a family. And so it is God’s love that makes all of us  a family too. It is the celebration of  the coming of God’s love among us that is at the heart of this Christmas feast.

Presents? Okay. Decorations? Sure. Music? Of course! Feast? Absolutely. But you know as well as I do, that it is the coming of love among us, that is the most precious gift God ever could give. It is this bond of shared love that makes us all children of God. And it is in this bond of love that we see the glory of God revealed. Full of grace and truth … grace, which is God’s gift, given to us. truth, which is accordance with reality God’s love, is the glory of God, it is the manifestation of God’s presence among us, it is the fullness of grace and truth.

If we believe in God’s reality, if we believe that God has created us in God’s image, and that God has given us salvation, then we are by faith the children of God, inheritors of the glory that is the exact imprint of God’s being. When we sing with great glory we stir up the exact imprint of God’s being, When we join with the kids in the Christmas pageant we stir up the exact imprint of God’s being, When we smile at our beloved and hand them a Christmas gift we stir up the exact imprint of God’s being. The challenge for us, is to keep Christmas alive the other 364 days a year, by continually stirring up the exact imprint of God’s being.

And now, we will do just that as a family of faith, by making a new Christian, McKenna, by stirring up the exact image of God’s being within her. We will take another step toward keeping Christmas not just as a tradition, but as the radiance of God’s glory in the action of sharing God’s love among us, the children of God by grace.
