
WHAT HE IS I AM CALLED TO BE – by Dom David Foster

John 1, 1 – 18


When I was a boy singing in Carol services year after year, I remember the Gospel we have just heard was introduced by the words ‘St John unfolds the mystery of the incarnation’.  And every year I tried to pay special attention to it, because I really wanted to understand how it is that God could become a human being.  Every year I had to admit defeat.  Even after close attention to the passage back home, I knew there was something I must have missed; it was still a bit of a mystery.

But I think we can catch a glimpse of what John is trying to explain, not so much how God becomes a human being what it means.  The really mysterious thing is God.  God is much more than any idea we can pretend to have of him.  Not only is there God, but also Word  (not to mention Spirit!); the Word is with (literally ‘towards’) God; but he is also God.  You cannot count up God and Word and get two of anything.  Godhead lies in the relatedness.  And in that relatedness of God and Word there is fullness of life – in God (in contrast to the bitty, incomplete and half lives we live here).  John says ‘all that came to be had life in him’: so there is in God no ‘coming to be’; his fullness of life is complete, simultaneous, and without any telling of time, time by which everything we know wears rather thin and frays in the end.  And this life pours itself out, in the existence of creation, and in the light by which we see and know and rejoice in it.

When we look up at a huge skyscraper, we can see most of what there is to see, but we lose our balance trying to take it all in.  And what John is saying is heady stuff like that.  Even as a boy I could eventually piece the words together and realise it did make sense; I even found it really exciting; but we can never take it all in.  And that’s before we get to the incarnation!  But the point John is trying to make about the incarnation seems to me to be rather simple: whatever insight we can get into God, that relatedness of God and Word, that fullness and generous outpouring of life, is no longer ‘out there’ in some scarcely detectable and mysterious way like a quasar; the Word ‘became flesh’ and lived a human life, as simply and as concretely as that.  The Word, who is towards God and is God, comes into our world and becomes part of the texture and history of our lives.  Which means to say, besides being ‘towards God’, his relatedness to God, he enters into a new relatedness ‘towards’ us, and because he is God, he takes us, in our relatedness to him, into his own relationship to God.  John puts it like this: ‘he lived among us and we saw his glory, as the only-begotten of the Father.’  And far more than that: ‘to all who accepted him, he gave power’, power to know God as Father, and power in the only-begotten Son ‘to become children of God.’ 

So thanks to Jesus’ human life, our human lives can be lived (in him) towards God in the same way that he is towards God.  We can share by grace the same divine life that is his by nature.  By nature, he is ‘full of grace’, but ‘of his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.’

This is not an abstract doctrine.  It has huge implications.  Perhaps the most obvious and most immediate is the difference it should make to the way we relate to each other.  Every relationship we have, be it to parents, brothers or sisters, friends and colleagues at work, can (and should) speak of our relationship to God, and the same goes for the way we are towards to human beings in general, particularly those with whom God seems to have a special relationship because we tend to forget them.   The incarnation is God’s way of enabling us to make Christ part of our lives with and for others.

The incarnation concerns our relationships with others, but it also addresses our relationship to God.  The incarnation shows us God’s humility as well as his glory.  And when we go and kneel at the crib, we should think that what he is I am called to be.  I may be grown up and great in this world’s terms, he is just a tiny child; I may be rich in talent or material goods, he is naked and helpless; he is innocent, dependent on his parents, while I, in charge of my own life, in charge perhaps also of others, am guilty and compromised by sin.  But what he is I am called to be: he stripped himself of glory to make friends with humankind, and made himself poor in order to make many rich; he gave his life away to be the life and glory of us all.  The incarnation is the fulfilment of human hopes for redemption.  Now it is up to us to make that hope a reality.  God’s glory is a glory we see, a grace we receive, but it is grace and glory to be shared.   We are certainly conscious of our weakness, but it is a weakness he has shared, so that we can share his glory.  What he is, I am called to be. 
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