
 In the Beginning

Rev. Linda Michel

January 1,  2023


	 Although the Church Calendar began the New Year on the First Sunday of Advent, for 
most of us, today is the beginning of the new year. Finally we will be done with the old one 
with the daily emails requesting donations, the gloom and doom headlines and spare me the 
numerous “Best of 2022 Lists!”

	 For many, it’s a time of reflection, when we look back over the year with its joys and 
sorrows, sunny surprises and daunting disappointments. In other words, LIFE. Maybe you’ve 
made a list of resolutions that you have every intention of keeping but as we know, the days 
soon turn into weeks, then months before we realize yet again, we’ve broken most of them. 
Could this be the year to forget about resolutions? Could this be the year simply to be open 
to whatever path God has set before each of us? That in itself can be pretty daunting, 
especially when we have preconceived ideas about what our future should look like.

	 The birth of Jesus is the beginning, even though, paradoxically, he was present at the 
beginning of Creation, a time beyond our capacity to fathom. When the Hubble Telescope 
began transmitting images, it changed the way astrophysicists understood the formation of 
the universe—those photos are awe inspiring, especially when you see them greatly 
enlarged. Now we are seeing spectacular images from the Webb telescope—equally awe 
inspiring, Not that I really understand the concept of how light travels. It boggles the 
imagination to think about how many light years it takes for us to observe a star created at 
the beginning of time. 

	 Individuals who have an anti-religion bias like to claim this scientific fact is proof 
against the Biblical creation story, therefore there is no Creator. To be sure, if one is locked 
into believing in a literal 5000 year time span for humanity, if one believes dinosaurs and 
humans coexisted, ala The Flintstones, anything that challenges that reading is suspect. 

	 It seems sad that people get into either/or thinking—I much prefer both/and. We can 
take the Genesis narrative as one that generations of sentient human beings passed down—
one that tried to make sense of the world as they knew it. These stories from both the Old 
and New Testaments form the foundation of our faith. The beloved stories we learned in 
Sunday School taught us to trust in God—also to be a little afraid. 

	 The story of Jesus’ birth is one of the earliest we learn, perhaps by participating in an 
elaborate Christmas pageant on Christmas Eve. Personally, I’m not a big fan of those 
pageants—hours spent in rehearsals, little kids and adults getting all worked up at one of the 
most stressful times of the year. And yet, I also mourn the fact that so many young children 
have become disengaged from the stories of our faith. Today, Santa wins the day in most 
families’ celebration of Christmas and I’m not sure how we find ways to reach them, to invite 
them into the life changing beauty that is the true Christmas story. 

	 Skeptics look at the Bible and see only the contradictions; believers recognize the 
deepest truths of our existence, inspired words written by other believers thousands of years 
ago. We recognize we no longer live in that world but can see evidence of God’s 
unshakeable love for us—made manifest in the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus.

	 John’s Gospel written thousands of years ago still makes perfect sense to me as a 
Creation story. 
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	 	 In the beginning was the Word, 

	 	 and the Word was with God, 

           and the Word was God. 

	 	 He was in the beginning with God. 

	 	 All things came into being through him, 

	 	 and without him not one thing came into being. 

	 	 What has come into being in him was life, 

	 	 and the life was the light of all people.

	 	 The light shines in the darkness, 

	 	 and the darkness did not overcome it. 


	 John, the Beloved Disciple, the one who knew Jesus best, reminds us that the Word 
Made Flesh was right there at the beginning—never separate from God. The Greek, Logos—
meaning wisdom/reason is translated as Word. Although some try to separate reason and 
faith I believe they are intertwined. If we approach stories in scripture with only the rational 
side of our brains it becomes easier to dismiss the Bible as simply stories of long ago and far 
away. When we hear through the eyes of faith we are touched to the core of our deepest 
being—sometimes a passage we’ve read many times will touch us as if it was written 
expressly for us.  

	 Remember how the passage from Luke says Mary treasured all these words and 
pondered them in her heart. As she looked at her precious baby boy, she knew he was 
destined for a future that would change everything. Maybe she was recalling the song she 
sang in response to her kinswoman Elizabeth a few months earlier. Through the birth of her 
baby, Jesus:


	 	 “God has shown the strength of his arm,

	 	 He has scattered the proud in their conceit.

	 	 He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,

	 	 and has lifted up the humble.

	 	 He has filled the hungry with good things,

	 	 and the rich He has sent away empty.” 

	 


	 How did we ever get to a place where Mary’s song has been reversed? The rich and 
powerful seem to get more powerful, the mighty ones may not sit on thrones such as in 
Mary’s day but make no mistake, from their perches, they wreak havoc on the poor and 
marginalized. The haughty and proud try to convince us that success is all that matters no 
matter how you achieve it. 

	 Still, we have reason to be hopeful. We can look back throughout human history and 
recognize these forces have always been present. Sometimes when we are feeling down, we 
can forget how God has been present as well, always giving us opportunities to change the 
equation.

	 In the creation account in Genesis, God says, ‘Let there be light’; and there was 
light. And God saw that the light was good. . .  John takes it up a notch, “The light shines in 
the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” On one hand, this is a factual 
statement: light is stronger than darkness; At the same time, it is also a promise, even when 
it seems otherwise. All we have to do is glance at the headlines to wonder if this time 
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darkness might prevail. I think of the people of Ukraine living in darkness because their 
electrical facilities have been bombed. Then I see a picture of Christmas carolers singing 
with joy in an air raid shelter in Kiev bringing light and love to fearful folk. There were too 
many heartbreaking stories coming out of Buffalo of people caught in the darkness of the 
Christmas blizzard; at the same time heartwarming stories of people who offered light and 
love to strangers. Reminders that the light continues to shine and the darkness has neither 
overcome nor understood it.

	 This passage captures the life of faith. We live confident of the promise that light is 
stronger than darkness, love stronger than hate, and life stronger than death. Far too many 
people have given up on faith. They see powerful forces working against the good—the 
massively wealthy who claim people are poor because they’re lazy, the conspiracy theorists 
who distort the truth at the expense of civil society, the anger and rage filled people who 
spew their hateful messages rooted in racism, anti-semitism, homophobia, misogyny, to 
name a few. They wonder why God just doesn’t step in and do something. What they miss in 
their bleak outlook is that God has done something. 

	 God has entered into human history, not as an avenging superhero but as one of us, 
as the light shining in the darkness, the light that shows us the way to counter the darkness
—it is the light of love that never dies. Yet that is not always apparent, particularly when we 
are experiencing cloudy days of doubt and dark nights of the soul. Even when we believe it 
most confidently that doesn’t lessen the amount of struggle a faithful life entails. Make no 
mistake, this is hard work. Each of you faithful people don’t really need me to tell you that. 

	  God is eager to equip and empower us to share our worries and challenges, as well 
as our joys and hopes, with each other, with the world around us.\. Because of God’s 
decision to come to us in a form we recognize, we are empowered to reach out to those 
around us. On this last Sunday of Christmas, may it also be the beginning—the first Sunday 
of a year where we live into the gift of Jesus, who came among us in grace, mercy and love 
that the light might continue shining in even the darkest of places. 

	 Howard Thurman’s wonderful poem “The Work of Christmas” has been set to music 
by Jim Strathdee—it is a hymn in our Chalice Hymnal called, “I Am the Light of the World.” 
Fair warning, I will be including the hymn in next week’s service. 

	 


 	 


	 	 When the song of the angels is stilled,  
	 	 when the star in the sky is gone, 
	 	 when the kings and princes are home, 
	 	 when the shepherds are back with their flocks,  
	 	 the work of Christmas begins: 
	 	 to find the lost,  
	 	 to heal the broken,  
	 	 to feed the hungry, 
	 	 to release the prisoner,  
	 	 to rebuild the nations, 
	 	 to bring peace among the people, 
	 	 to make music in the heart.   


May it be so.
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John 1:1-14


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 
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.

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. There was a man 
sent from God, whose name was John. He 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. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the 
world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He 
came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all who received 
him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, 
not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. 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.



