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You have heard the births stories from Matthew and Luke. A baby was born 

under difficult circumstances. Ugly politics threatened the family so they fled to 

the safety of another country. There really is nothing new under the sun! But 

tonight I want to talk about another aspect of this familiar story. The one best 

captured by the evangelist John “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among 

us.” That is the heart of the Christmas story, that the birth of Jesus brought about a 

material manifestation of the divine; that God chose to become embodied in human 

form. A long awaited event for a long-suffering people and most surely a reason 

for celebration!  

A couple of years ago I was part of a group of UU ministers who meet 

monthly via web conference to discuss preaching and worship. Our December 

topic was, of course, our Christmas Eve homilies. One colleague stated that the 

reason he celebrates Christmas is because he considers it to be the birthday of the 

founder of our faith. Our faith – Unitarian Universalism which was, of course, one 

of the most radical branches of Christianity. Jesus, the founder of our faith. Not 

necessarily because his birth was miraculous. Not necessarily because his death 

was salvific. But because his life was divinely inspirational. 

 By all accounts, Jesus embodied the characteristics that we consider to be of 

ultimate value: radical and sacrificial love, unbounded generosity, and 

revolutionary inclusivity. And what is the divine if it is not that which is of 

ultimate value to each of us? In that sense Jesus was indeed the material 

manifestation of the divine. By his words and by his actions he embodied, he 



incarnated, the deepest spirituality we could imagine. By his words and by his 

actions he embodied the highest of our human aspirations. 

 So by all means, let us say a heartfelt “Happy Birthday” to Jesus, the one 

who came in the fullness of time and brought hope to a people living in darkness 

and hoping to see a great light. The one who founded our faith and the faiths of 

billions of others over the years. 

Rev. Carl Seaburg reminds us the yearning for the Word to become flesh 

was not unique to the Judeo-Christian tradition. Carl says that many people across 

the years, of many different faiths, have hoped for one whose life “exudes a spirit 

which helps their fellows rise higher in wisdom and in love.” 

In the Hindu scriptures, we find this passage: “When goodness grows weak, 

when evil increases, I make myself a body. In every age I come back to deliver the 

holy, to destroy the sin of the sinner, to establish righteousness.” And in the 

Buddhist scriptures we read: “Know that from time to time a Tathagata is born into 

the world, a fully enlightened one, blessed and worthy, abounding in wisdom and 

goodness, happy, with knowledge of the world unsurpassed as a guide to erring 

mortals, a teacher of gods and men, a blessed Buddha.”  

 At the time that Christianity was first spreading across the Roman Empire, 

the Stoic writer Epictetus said, “You are a distinct portion of the essence of God, 

and contain a certain part of Him in yourself. Why then are you so ignorant of your 

noble birth?” Perhaps the story of the birth of Jesus was an attempt to answer that 

question. Perhaps for us, two millennia later, the celebration of Christmas could 

still be about answering that question for ourselves. Why are we so ignorant of our 

noble birth? We do we forget? 

 Ah, but it is human to forget. It is human to need embodied reminders over 

the years. Later in this service we will hear, in prayer, the longing of an 

anonymous 15th century Christian mystic who wishes to become ‘a silent night’ 



that would allow God to be incarnated yet again and set all things aright. Recall the 

vision of the 19th century Lebanese Christian mystic Kahlil Gibran. His Prophet, 

when preparing to depart, says, “This would I have you remember in remembering 

me: that which seems most feeble and bewildered in you is the strongest and most 

determined. Is it not your breath that has erected and hardened the structure of your 

bones? And is it not a dream which none of you remember having dreamt that 

builded your city and fashioned all there is in it?” That Prophet reminded us that as 

human beings we have within ourselves all that we need to live healthfully and 

spiritually.  Gibran’s book serves as a reminder of that basic truth. A reminder that 

humankind needs in every generation. “A little while,” the Prophet concludes, “and 

my longing shall gather dust and foam for another body. A little while, a moment 

of rest upon the wind, and another woman shall bear me.” 

 Over and over in human history a woman has born a baby who has grown to 

greatness – not the greatness of riches or military strength or power, but the 

greatness of one who “exudes a spirit which helps their fellows rise higher in 

wisdom and in love.” Which is what we believe about Christmas – that the story of 

the birth of the founder of our faith will be told over and over again because it 

happens over and over again. That is why we are religious optimists – because we 

believe that revelation is continuous, that incarnations can and will continue to 

occur. Every day it is possible that we will see the miracle of another human being 

finding their potential and offering it as a gift to the world. We live as though there 

were incarnations all around us every day. Because there are.  

As we celebrate the birthday of one who embodied in the flesh all that we 

hold most dear, let us also remember the advice of Epictetus that we reclaim the 

knowledge of our noble birth. Such knowledge could inspire us to more intentional 

and deep spiritual growth; it could affirm us in our attempts to lead ethical and 



moral lives; it could encourage us in our attempts at tikkun – the repair of our little 

piece of the world.   

Then we would have something to sing about, something that all people 

everywhere have sung about over and over. Then we would feel a thrill of hope. 

When we allow ourselves to be captured by that possibility, when we allow 

ourselves to be inspired by that miracle of incarnation . . .  well, miraculous things 

tend to happen. Angels sing, shepherds pause, wise women and men gaze at the 

night sky, animals speak, and people rejoice. Rejoice, for the Word does indeed 

become flesh and dwell among us.  

 


