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Focus: The wonder of the incarnation is that Jesus has moved into our neighborhood—

the one who existed before creation has become fully human, like us, that we might 

recognize ourselves and others as children of God, who are created in the image of 

God, and are called good by God. We are, like John, to be witnesses to this one in our 

neighborhood, demonstrating the love of God for humankind.  

 

John 1:1-14: The Word Became Flesh  

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. 2He was in the beginning with God. 3All things came into being through him, and 
without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being 4in him was 
life, and the life was the light of all people. 5The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness did not overcome it. 

6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as a witness to 
testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. 8He himself was not the light, 
but he came to testify to the light. 9The true light, which enlightens everyone, was 
coming into the world.  

10 He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not 
know him. 11He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept 
him. 12But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become 
children of God, 13who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of 
man, but of God. 

14 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the 
glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 

This is not the Christmas Story as You Know it from Luke 

 Today we are celebrating Christmas in July. We are hearing the Christmas story 
at an entirely different time of the year.  

 Another thing that may seem different to you: We are not reading the most 
familiar story from Luke with its familiar characters and events: 

• The angel Gabriel came to visit Mary to announce to the young woman who was 
betrothed to Joseph that she would bear a son. 

• As crazy as this may have sounded to Mary, Gabriel reassured her by telling her 
that her cousin Elizabeth—who was without children, was already pregnant. 
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• We are not reading about the census declared by Emperor Augustus 

• Or their trek to Bethlehem 

• Or how Mary laid baby Jesus in a manger and wrapped him in bands of cloth 
because there was no room for them in the inn. 

Instead, we’re in the Gospel of John, and John has his own way of describing the 
coming of Jesus into the world. John is different from Luke’s detailed narrative. John is 
different from Matthew’s genealogical history and the visit of the magi from the East.  

But in his own way, John, too, establishes who Jesus is—his identity—and 
what that means for humankind.  

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. 2He was in the beginning with God.  

 “In the beginning. . .”  

 Ah-ha! Your ears should perk up on that phrase. John triggers our memory with 
the opening of the book of Genesis. He signals that this is going to be something about 
creation. 

• Jesus, this eternal Word, existed before time or creation began. 

• He shared in creation or in creating with God. 

• Jesus was with God and was God. . . 

o In one brief, poetic phrase John has staked out Jesus’ origin, his 
relationship with God, and his identity as God.  

 

The Word Became Flesh. . . Jesus Moved into the Neighborhood 

 In this tightly-packed passage, there are many memorable phrases. One of my 
favorites is at the end of the passage:  

14 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his 
glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 

 Pastor and author Eugene Peterson has an equally memorable way of 
expressing this line in his contemporary translation, The Message:  

The Word became flesh and blood, 
    and moved into the neighborhood. 

 I love how this captures the theological weight of what John was saying about 
God becoming fully human in Jesus. Jesus has “moved into the neighborhood.” 

The neighborhood is  

• The place where we belong 

• The place where we are known and where we know others 

• The place where people will look out for us and we for them.  
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It is a weighty thing to say that the one who existed before all of creation, the one 
through who, with God, all things were made, the one who is God and is with God, this 
one chose to become as one of us and moved into the neighborhood. 

 There is a bit of an interlude in the passage—a description of the role of John the 
Baptist:  

6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as a 
witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. 8He himself 
was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. 9The true light, which 
enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.  

 So, what was John’s role? 

• To point toward Jesus and help people to recognize him. He was a 
witness—a person who could describe Jesus in such a way that people 
would see him for who he really was—recognize him--and place their trust 
in him. 

I think we are living in a time when there are lots of people who are having 
difficulty recognizing who Jesus is. Part of the reason for that, in my view, is that 
there are others who are providing a false and distorted picture of who Jesus is. They 
are pointing to something and are, in effect, saying, this is Jesus, but I think that what 
they’re pointing to isn’t Jesus at all.  

Imposter Jesus 

I read an analysis this week which summarizes this view that there are people 
pushing a bogus picture of Jesus. The article was called, “An ‘imposter Christianity’ 
is threatening American democracy”1 

It’s a provocative title, designed, of course, to catch your eye and prompt you to 
read the story. The article focuses, as you would guess, more on the political and 
cultural analysis of American life than it does the theological analysis. The provocative 
headline points out the risk to American democracy, but of course this imposter picture 
of Jesus harms the Church as well. If a bogus picture of Jesus is presented to people 
who don’t have enough firsthand view of Jesus to know any better—to distinguish for 
themselves who Jesus is, then they are more easily fooled by the bogus picture.    

There are people who are using this bogus picture of Jesus to reinforce their own 
restrictive views of what American life should be like.  

• “This movement uses Christian language to cloak sexism and hostility to 
Black people and non-White immigrants in its quest to create a White 
Christian America.” (Blake article). 

 
1 John Blake, CNN, Posted July 24, 2022. https://www.cnn.com/2022/07/24/us/white-christian-
nationalism-blake-cec/index.html 
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• The picture of Jesus they present is . . . “White Christian nationalists have 
refashioned Jesus into a kick-butt savior” (Blake article) 

• This distortion is not the picture of Jesus we see in the gospel, and yet it is 
so rigidly held by many that in some conservative Church circles, a pastor 
or other leader who is bold enough to say, “’Hey, let’s look again at Jesus 
and scripture’ often does so at risk to his or her own position or career.2 

The Role of John as Witness 

 And yet, what we celebrate with Gospel writer John is that God has become fully 
human in the person of Jesus. Jesus has “moved into the neighborhood.” In the wonder 
of the incarnation (God becoming human flesh), God has revealed God’s own self to us 
in Jesus that we might recognize him, know him, place our trust in him, share that good 
news, and have life abundant because of him.  

 And when Gospel writer John also includes the role of John the Baptist as the 
one who was called to point to Jesus as the Light coming into the world, the light which 
could not be extinguished. . . If John’s role was to witness to or testify to who Jesus is, 
then we are called, too, to take on that same role and in some small way address the 
distorted or bogus picture of Jesus that many present. 

 If we experience Jesus as “coming into our neighborhood,” then we can be like 
John and tell people in our neighborhood how we see Jesus.  

Here are some pictures of Good Shepherd folks pointing to the Jesus we 
know in our neighborhood: 

• We flew our pride flag in the neighborhood: On 
Friday, July 15, I put up our Pride flag near our 
marquee at the corner of Clay and Arlington. 

 

• My phone call with the woman who was upset 
about our Pride Flag: I took a phone call from 
someone who explained she just drove by the church and saw our flag: 

o “My sister is gay, and I think what people do in the privacy of their own 
bedroom is their business, but that [a church flying a Pride flag?] is just 
highly inappropriate.”  

o We fly that flag as a way of saying, “We are a church that says ‘Jesus 
loves you, caller. We are a church that says, ‘Jesus loves your sister.’” 

 
2 Kristin Kobes Du Mez, author of the New York Times bestseller, “Jesus and John Wayne: How White 
Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation,” says, “These ideas are so widespread that 
any individual pastor or Christian leader who tries to turn the tide and say, ‘Let’s look again at Jesus 
and scripture,’ are going to be tossed aside”. 

 

https://kristindumez.com/books/jesus-and-john-wayne/
https://kristindumez.com/books/jesus-and-john-wayne/
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• We walked in the Pride Parade in our 
neighborhood: We had a Welcome-themed worship 
on Sunday July 17, 6 days before we would walk in the 
Pride Parade. 

o While the group was walking in the parade, 
there were announcers at two different stations 
along the route, letting the crowd about the 
group in front of them. They read our Welcome Statement as Good 
Shepherd folks walked by. Here is just a portion. . .  

Welcome to people of every age and size, color and culture, marital status, 
ability and challenge, sexual orientation and gender identity.   

This is a place where you are welcome to celebrate and grieve,  

to rejoice and recover. No matter who you are or where you are on life's journey,  

you are welcome here.  

This is a place where lives are made new. Come and see! 

 

• Sandi met her friends in the neighborhood. Sandi walked in the Pride Parade 
on Saturday (July 23). Because in past years she and husband Tim has typically 
traveled during the month of July, it was her first time to walk with Good 
Shepherd in the parade. Later that afternoon, she met some friends in her 
neighborhood and told them she had walked in the parade—“with my church. . .” 

o They were surprised—and pleased, as it turned out—that she walked with 
my church in the parade. It was the with my church part that surprised 
them. Sandi’s friends aren’t a part of a church (They are “unchurched”)  

 

• We hosted an Artown concert at Good Shepherd: The observation of a 
woman who attended the Artown concert, who saw the Martin Luther cutout in 
the Welcome Space and then our Welcome materials related to LGBTQ:  

o Martin Luther has a sign on him that has his declarative line, “Here I 
stand” as an expression of conscience.  

o She read this and the additional challenge to church folks to continue to 
live that out and she said, “A Church that cares about social justice? I may 
have to check this out.” 

o Like Sandi’s neighborhood friends, there was a tone of surprise in this 
person’s voice, too. 

The Good News of Christmas is good to hear at any time of the year. The Good 
News is that in Jesus, God “moved into the neighborhood.” In the mystery of the Word 
becoming flesh, God came from heaven to take on our human form to show us just how 
much God loves us. Thanks be to God for this good news any time of the year.  


