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Christmas I, December 31, 2000 
The teaching of the Church that connects to Christmas is the doctrine of the Incarnation. The doctrine of the Incarnation teaches us that in Jesus Christ God became a man. The Latin root "c-a-r-n" means "meat" or "flesh." We encounter it in Mexican restaurants in carne asada, and chili con carne. We know what "carnivorous" and "carnival" mean, too.
In-carn-a-tion is coming into meat, the Word was made flesh, the Second Person of the eternal Trinity became a human being named Jesus who lived mostly in the first century of the Christian era and died at the hand of a Roman governor we know about from history other than the Bible.
In today's epistle, St. Paul spells out why the Incarnation is of direct importance to us. He does it by using the metaphor of an heir to a great fortune. He says that even though a young boy will inherit his father's property some day, he has to remain under the charge of teachers and other mentors until his father thinks he has grown up.
St. Paul says that in the same way we are heirs to God's promises in Jesus Christ, but for a long time we were not mature. We were under the control of what he calls "the elements of the world." Those elements are demonic, and they take the form of ignorance of God and blindness to truth.
But then just at the right moment, "in the fullness of time," God sent Jesus to earth. St. Paul says he was "made of a woman" -- fully human and born in the usual way, though not conceived in the usual way. Jesus was "made under the law," that is to say he entered the world as a Jew, living in a culture that was molded by the Hebrew law of Moses.
The purpose of Jesus' coming was, as St. Paul puts it, "to redeem them that were under the law." "Redeem" means "buy back" or "trade in for." Jesus redeemed us from the devil and the elements of the world. He also redeemed us from the power of the law.
The law's power is the suggestion that the law is something we need to obey in order to make God love us. The birth of Jesus tells us that God starts out loving us, and nothing can take that way. We don't have to obey the law to get God to love us, God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son.
The birth of Jesus redeems us from the devil by giving us what St. Paul calls "the adoption of sons." God wants us to be his adopted children. The Christmastide collect hints at this when it refers to our "being regenerate, and made thy children by adoption and grace."
Jesus is God's natural son -- his only-begotten son, as we say in the creed. God gives us the same status Jesus has by adopting us as his children. The adoption ceremony is baptism, where God makes us his own forever.
So the point of the Incarnation is to make it possible for us to be God's adopted children. We are not children of God by nature -- we are children of Satan by our nature. We can become God's children only by getting baptized. When we are baptized we are born again as God's children living by the Holy Spirit, just as Jesus was born in Bethlehem as God's child, living by the Holy Spirit.
Like baptism, all of the other sacraments of the church are extensions of the Incarnation of God into time. In each of the sacraments God comes to us and shares his help and his power and his life with us through something from the material world -- hands, oil, bread, water, wine.
The incarnation of Jesus shows that Christianity is a religion which takes the material world very seriously. God created the material world through Jesus. Jesus came into the material world. Jesus took our human nature back with him when he ascended into heaven. He remains in the material world through the church and her sacraments.
That means that God is down here in the real world with us. Nothing that happens in the material world is beneath God's concern. Everything that matters to us matters to him. He can respond to our prayers and change things in the material world. We can understand everything that happens in the material world in terms of what he wants for us and of his overall plan to save as many people as he can.
Because God is in the material world, and because he has adopted us as his own children, he has made it possible for us to be familiar with him – familiar -- part of the family -- part of God's family.
Because we are his adopted children, we don't need to be afraid of God or afraid of alienating him forever by something we might think or say or do. Because we are God's children, he has put his Spirit in our hearts, and his Spirit lets us call him "Daddy" - "Abba, father."
Old Testament Jews were not allowed even to utter God's formal, personal name. Because Jesus has come to earth and because his father has adopted us, we are bold enough to join Jesus and call God "Our Father."
"Veiled in flesh the Godhead see/ Hail the Incarnate deity/ Pleased as man with man to dwell/ Jesus, our Emmanuel," which is, being interpreted, "God with us." 
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 
