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When I was a small boy I used to think often about the fact that in the year 2000 I would be fifty-two years old. The year 2000 seemed awfully far away back then, and so did a situation in which I I would be fifty-two. My own father wasn't even fifty-two until I was almost finished with college. 
Both of these inconceivably a-long-way-off events have now arrived. The year 2000 appeared yesterday, and my birthday is tomorrow. We are still in the Christmas season, believe it or not, and the indicated thing to talk about today is the doctrine toward which Christmas -- the birth of Christ points us. 
The doctrine is called "Incarnation" -- and it is all tied up with turns of the year and birthdays and the passage of time. The doctrine of Incarnation tells us how God's presence continues on in the world day after day, year after year, century after century, millennium after millennium. 
The doctrine is deceptively simple. The New Testament teaches, and the Church believes and proclaims, that Jesus Christ has two parents: God, and a human woman who had never, as she put it herself, known a man. That makes Jesus both God and man, and so makes it possible for him to reconcile God to man and man to God. 
"Incarnation" comes from the same Latin root from which we get such words as "carnal" and "carnivorous" and "carnival." The word means "meat." "In-carn-ation" means "coming into meat." What is coming into meat is God, who is pure spirit. God comes into the world in a new and decisive way through the birth of Jesus. He shows himself to us in the way we can most easily understand. He becomes one of us. 
Now not to rush the season, but thirty years or so later Jesus goes away from earth -- back up to heaven. To be sure, he doesn't drop his body on the way up like a stage of an ascending rocket and become spirit again. But he does go away nonetheless, when the whole point of his coming was to make God present in the word in a very pointed and specific way. 
The overall way God remained in the world after Jesus' Ascension is the Holy Ghost. When the Holy Ghost comes down at Pentecost, God is no longer localized, or limited to defined areas where he can operate. God is now available to everyone, everywhere. 
But Jesus remains incarnate in the world most specifically through the sacrament of the Church. The Prayer Book tells us a sacrament is "an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace." Sacraments have two parts: the outward sign -- what you see -- and the inward grace or help what you get. 
It isn't too hard to use that definition to show that Jesus is himself a very big sacrament. What you see is a human being. What you get is God. In the sacraments of the Church God gives us his grace -- his help -- his power -- through ordinary material things -- average, everyday stuff, if you will. He comes to us in water, and olive oil, and the hands of bishops who are all sinners, and unleavened bread and everyday wine. 
Christianity is a religion which takes the material world with the utmost seriousness. We know God made the material world, and we know he calls it good. We know Jesus became material for us on Christmas. When, as St. John puts it, "the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us" the spiritual and the material were fused forever. 
There can no longer be any idea that the spiritual and the material are opposites. In Christianity we know the spiritual through the material. He who has seen Jesus has seen the Father. 
The Incarnation of Jesus -- a once-for-all-event -- extends into time through the Church. The Prayer Book tells us the Church is a sort of meta-sacrament. It defines the church as "that body of which Jesus Christ is the head, and all baptized people are the members." The church is Jesus' body. It is through his body the Church that he does his work in the world. 
One becomes part of his incarnate body through baptism. As Jesus says himself, "Except a man be born of water and of the spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God." The incarnate body builds itself up and it finds out where it is headed through eating and drinking at the altar. Again, as Jesus says, "Whoso eateth my flesh and drinketh my blood hath eternal life; and I will raise him up at the last day." 
We emphasize the sacraments in our version of the Christian religion because Jesus commands us to do so in the gospels, and because the sacramental emphasis ties us to the experience of the vast majority of Christians past and present, and finally because the sacraments mean it can be Christmas all year long. The sacraments extend Christ's Incarnation God's presence in the world -- into time -- time which wears on through birthdays and decades and millennia until, finally, his coming again. 
John Betjeman, the late poet laureate of England, concludes his poem "Christmas" by saying that nothing "Can with this simple truth compare/That God was man in Palestine/And lives today in Bread and Wine." 
And, a bit more familiarly, Charles Wesley writes, "Veiled in flesh the Godhead see/ Hail the incarnate Deity/ Pleased as man with man to dwell/' Jesus our Emmanuel/ Hark! the herald angels sing Glory to the newborn King!" 
The Collect: Almighty God, who hast given us thy only-begotten Son to take our nature upon him, and as at this time to be born of a pure virgin; Grant that we being regenerate, and made thy children by adoption and grace, may daily be renewed by thy Holy Spirit; through the same our Lord Jesus Christ, who liveth and reigneth with thee and the same Spirit ever, one God, world without end. Amen. 
The Epistle: Hebrews 1:1-12 
The Gospel: St. John 1: 1 - 14 
