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Luke 2

This past week, if you’re still willing to listen to the news, you pretty much heard more of the same bad economic news.  But on Thursday, if you were lucky, you heard a news item of a different sort:  fourteen years after he mastermined the Rwandan genocide, former army colonel Theoneste Bagosora was convicted of crimes against humanity by a U.N. tribunal in Tanzania.  Bagosora was sentenced to life imprisonment, the strongest possible sentence allowed by the court.  The Rwandan genocide took on a different significance for me since I traveled to Rwanda in May 2007 and saw a number of massacre sights, including churches, and met a number of survivors.  I was glad to hear of Bagosora’s conviction, but the news also brought my experience in Rwanda vividly back to mind, and it has served as a disturbing counterpoint to the story of Mary’s annunciation, the scripture passages you just heard read.  To read those scriptures in worship, to celebrate Christmas in this world, in this time is to somehow hold that two things are true:  humanity is the place where God has chosen to dwell, to be made known, to be incarnated.  And, humanity is capable of rejecting all that a loving God commands and destroying the image of God in others with disturbing ferocity and ease.  

It is really hard to hold those statements together, but it’s imperative that we do so.  In fact, one of the problems in Rwanda, one of the many factors that led to the genocide there was that the Christianity that was preached and taught there wasn’t sufficiently incarnational.  That at least was the analysis of one after another African Christian leader I spoke to last year.  The fact that the genocide had taken place in a country that was 95% Christian led many African Christians to do some serious sole searching.  One African leader described the problem this way:  the missionaries brought to Africa a gospel of evacuation.  It was all about getting into heaven in order to be with God.  There wasn’t much discussion about how God connection with us here on earth, right in the midst of our here and now life.  And as soon as you separate out God from this world, then what you do in this world, how you live and how you die, matters a lot less.

What impressed me so much about those African leaders is that they recognized that power and importance of incarnational theology even in the midst of the reality of the genocide.  They realized that a Gospel of incarnation is one of real power, not the gospel of evacuation.  But when they talked about God being present within humanity, they weren’t just talking being loving or kind.  They were talking about how a gospel of incarnation is the thing that gives people the will to stand up to genocide.  When they said that an intimate relationship to the incarnate God has saving power, I believed what they said.  These people knew what they were talking about.

It’s the same insight that many of us have found so appealing, so resonant in the Celtic Christian tradition.  While the ancient Celts were certainly aware of evil and sin, while they had reams of prayers for protection against the dark powers of the world, powers that raged about them and within them, they were able to retain a belief in the fundamental goodness of nature, including human nature.  As a result, their image of evil was of something that masked, or covered over, the goodness, the God-ness, that lay at the heart of creation.

And so did Mary.  Mary’s song, her “Magnificat”, has been set to music a hundred ways, and it, along with the rest of the Christmas season, is serious danger of become sweet and soft.  But Mary, young and innocent as she might have been, is clear that an incarnate God isn’t just an endorsement of humanity, a signal that God likes humans well enough to come up close to us, to live among us.  To acknowledge God’s incarnation is to state that God is serious enough about humanity to seriously re-arrange it.  When Mary signs out about the baby she is going to bring into the world, she doesn’t just sing, ‘Infant Holy, Infant Lowly”.  She declares that God has brought the powerful down from their thrones and lifted up the lowly.  She declares that God has filled the hungry up with good things and sent the rich away empty.  And she is bold enough to say that all of this rearrangement, all of this divine meddling, is something to be celebrated and sung over.

Here’s the thing:  Mary is not just saying that Jesus has done these things.  Jesus hasn’t been born yet.  Mary is saying that the fact that Jesus is going to be born says that God is about these things, God is active in the world in this way, in a deeply incarnational, transformational way.

Oh, we can shake our heads and scoff at religion that focuses on Heaven, which keeps God up in the sky, but there are good reasons to keep him there, at a distance from our lives and our world.  The theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote about Christmas from Germany in the midst of World War 2, and said, “The coming of God is frightening news to everyone who has a conscience.”  The incarnation of God has consequence for the whole world, not just for those who are curious about who Jesus is and whether he should be taken seriously.  Mary was right—the incarnation affirms that God won’t leave us alone.  This is not just about the stirring of love in our hearts, or a glimmer of hope for those who are hopeless.  This is about the salvation of the world. 
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