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“Born for Aye”

My name is John Dallgnd Iteat pre@hingat Seabwr. I've been askd to be the
interim for your communityas yu awat your rel interim, so lam trulytemporay indeed!
These weeks & even moreof a waiting peiod than the months of graringa paish profile and
begnning aredor seach, and Isuspect that as@mmunityyou have dot of questions about
identity and purposand voc#on. Such questions are both the opportuaitg the ballenge of
interim times in a parish’s life. don’t presumeéo have aswers ér you, but lhope that tan
think through someof theseisaues with you over the next three weeks.

We begn todaywith the question of identity We aren the midst of our celeation of
the Christmas festival, ouegty celdration of birth of Jesus, a commemntaa we undetake &
though ve know who Jesus is. Yet just whesds is has bae subjetof disageanent from the
time he walkd the eah until today One ofthe wag we stablish identityis byknowingwhere
someone @ne fom. The Gosgef Mark ha no idea whe Jesus camedm; the Gospel of
Matthew ha a clar idea, but it's completelyglifferent from the @spel of luke’s acount, the
one that dominates our Christmas liflesy And todayhe Gospel of John has whkag in,
stating wth the fullest confidere of any of the fourwhere Jesus camedm and who he is. @&
it's unlikely that anyof the fourgospel writes would reognize the lovelycreche yu've eeded
at the font of your chuch, with its Scilian bagipers anduined Gothic arthes. Rcaise the
Italians of the Broqueerawere so commaially succasful at cratingand maketing such
displays, todaywe find them not onlypeautiful but spirituallfrue: weknow the birth of Jesus
when we see it...it should look like this!

The fact it, the feat we céebrae as a historic event is in a gche of dotrine, gspel
stay, and theaccumuation o culture and tradition. Peling thelayers away is like taking arose
apart: only amystery is left at the center. Who is Jesus? Where did he come from?

When lwas in colleg I sangin a paish choir whee | was introduce to a Christmas
anthem bythe Endjsh composer JohnuRter, cdled simply“A Nativity Carol.” ks refmin goes
like this:

Far away dlent he lay, born today, your homage pay.
For Christ is born for aye; born on Christmas Day.

The aathem is imnenselypopular ad widelyremrded ad perbrmed, but whiadoes the
refrain actually mean?How can you be borndr “aye,” — “forever” — and born on Christmas
Day as well? Theprologueto Joms gospd that we heard prodaimed this moming tries to
express just such a paradox.

The Geek language has may more wgs to exyress time than Etigh. Mostof the
prologue to &hn’s gospel is written in the imperdetense, indiding apast ation which
continues into the prese we would express that idea bging theprogessive: The Word was
being in the beginning, and the Word was keing with God, and theWord was keing Gad.” Not
very poetic, and’in sure yu see Wy the Endjsh translators opted f@omething morsimple.
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But their toice meas that when the @&k tense bhanges to aorist, expressirggdemitive action
in the past, we dontedly take note oft: “And the Wordbecane flesh and lived mong us...”
So in the Grdeof John’s prologuéhereis both eternityfborn or aye) aad history(born on
Christmas Day

Although thechurd didn't fix a datefor Christmas until the'4Century therewas neer
alot of argument aout dbserving Jess’ birth in history. It was hs gerna birth thet proved abig
problem, andlaout the same time as thet@af Christmas was seBy that same 4 Century
Christians had bem to divide over somethirgs small as aiota, the Grek letteri.” Was Jesus
homo-ousian of the &act sane substancef God the Bther or homoi-ousianof “like”
substance to God th&ther? Todaywe’d probablysay “Who caes? but in the 4 and &'
Centuries Christians werlling to kill each othe overthat iota. ({ makes gpu wondemwhat
topics we argue about today tha will seem inconseguential to our desendants) Wha cameto
beknown as athodox Chiistianity ingsted that Jesis was homoousianof one substarmcwith the
Father, while the Christianswho cameto be known & Arianssad tha Jesiswas homoiousian
thefirst of God's aeatures hut acreature nonehdess. And that distinction maleit permissble
to kill the Christians who weron the otheside.

Yet at the hart of dl these Christologidadebates w&s a mgterious pamox in the
prologue to &hn’s gospel. This morning @head: “No onehas evese@ God; it is God the
only Son, who is close to the thar's hart, who ha made him known”John 1:18, NRSV).
What the Greleactudly sas is, “It is the onlybegtten God, who is in the womb of thatker
who has madaim known.” En {CkolpCtou patrou... The Geek word kolposis a common
word, ad it means “womb.”Yet translators of John’s gospelvmalwass reoiled from
rendering it theword in the plain sense of Johris Greek: in the womb d the Father. The NRSV
translation we herd this mornings actuallynot a bad substitute: “who is close to tlahers
heat...” After all, that's &actlywhele a bay is carred, next tots mother’s beang heart. And
Johnis gogod says thet that’s where Jess ame from: next to God's bedting heart.

John’s gospel is equallglea that that's whee we comefrom, too, thoup we mayhave
forgotten. We tink we comefrom BEvangon, or Los Angeles, or New York, and our parents
were Giegand Melinda, oCraigand Mailee. TheJesus of John’s gospleas come into the
world toremind us d our trueidentity, our true origins: we have comefrom rext to God's heart,
and one dawe will return there

In apartion of the prologue omitted from taday’s reading thedisciples d Jom the Baptist
come to Jesus and ask, “Rabbi, véhae you stayng?” or, more acurdely, “Rabbi, whee do
youlive?’ Jess replies: “Comeandsee.” (Jom 1:38). It's an invitation tothosemen andto dl
of us as well: “Comeandsee.” This is where Jess wanted to take us wha Jesiswanted us to
know: We can live nd to God'’s beatindneat. In spite of all the guments of the theologns
about Jesus’ unique stdus, the prologueto Jom’s gospd states thet “to dl who bdieved in his
name hegave pover to beome dildren of God”(1:12).

| propose tha vocation begins hae, with identity. Peple who know where they’'ve come
from and viheretheyre going ae freeto givethemselves whollyo other projets. Theydon't
need vork to crate identity but can epress their idetity throudh their work. Axd what is true
for individuals is true focommunities as well:qur identitycomes fom believingyou abide
next to the Fathe’s heart, not from any extemd condition. If St. Mark’s paish can believe it
abides rext to God's beating heart, it will know what it needsto do, as well.

“Christ is born for ge”: eterndly born, etenally begnning, ¢erndly dwelling next b the
Faher’'s hart, aking us to comand see It's a kind of Christmas open house invitation.
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