Advent Companions: Where the Story Leads Us
John 1:1-14


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


This may not be the reading we expect to hear on Christmas Eve. It doesn’t tell the story of Mary and Joseph’s traveling to Bethlehem or of angels’ appearing to shepherds in a nighttime sky or of a baby’s being born and laid in a manger.


In fact, these verses from John’s gospel may not seem to tell a story at all. And a night like this needs a story, doesn’t it?


But maybe if we take another look, we’ll find a story after all.


The author Kate Braestrup recalls that during her seminary days she was required to study either Hebrew or Greek. She chose Greek—for no particular reason. But some of her classmates approached the class with eager anticipation. They wanted to read the gospels in their original language. They thought that if they could read Greek, then they would discover secrets that had been masked by translators of suspect skill and motivation—and they would discover what Jesus really said.


But Kate and her classmates soon learned what anyone who tries to translates one language into another knows: many words have no precise equivalent. When it comes to Greek, a number of words can be translated into as many as half a dozen English words.

 
Kate’s favorite example is the word word itself. Since English doesn’t really have a precise equivalent for the Greek word logos, translators commonly opt to use word. And so we get: In the beginning was the Word. . . .


But there are other equally plausible translations for logos, including discourse, speech, message, theory, motive, reason, and wisdom. But Kate’s favorite alternative is story: In the beginning was the story, and the story was with God, and the story was God.


This is the story that the writer of John’s gospel chooses to tell. A different story, to be sure. A story that begins “in the beginning.” In this story John dares to tell the creation story in a new way—and perhaps in that telling we can begin to sense how God’s story becomes our story.


According to John, the one who was present for the creation of all that is comes to be close to us, to live among us, to be one of us, to become our story. That preexistent power and light becomes the story that can energize and brighten our lives.


And that story is not a one-time occurrence. It doesn’t have a static beginning, middle, and end. Rather it’s a dynamic story. One that’s still being written and rewritten. One that comes to us in new ways and with evolving meaning.

It’s a story that intertwines with our individual stories to create something deep and personal, something that touches and transforms us, something that leads us to become storytellers ourselves.


And perhaps just as the word—the story—became flesh, we too can “enflesh” the story. Perhaps we become part of the story that is God—a story that’s been going on since the beginning of time—by the way we live our lives. Perhaps it happens as we shift our focus from just believing the word of God to living the story of God.


And that story is one of love, compassion, forgiveness, healing, and peace. It’s a story of reaching out, starting over, daring to dream, working together, being open to wonder, taking risks, and including everyone. 


Imagine how our living such a story could impact the world. But also imagine how it could impact our lives.


In the days leading up to Christmas, one of the greatest gifts I’ve received has been stumbling across the work of the author Oliver Jeffers. 

He doesn’t write thought-provoking essays or heart-racing mysteries. He isn’t the author of soulful poetry or engaging biographies or futuristic fantasies.

Instead Jeffers writes and illustrates ultimately charming children’s books. One of my favorites is titled Lost and Found and tells the story of an odd friendship.  


Once there was a boy who found a penguin at his door.


The boy didn’t know where it had come from, but it began to follow him everywhere. The penguin looked sad, and the boy thought it must be lost. So the boy decided to help the penguin find its way home.


He checked in the lost and found office. But no one was missing a penguin.


He asked some birds if they knew where the penguin came from, but they ignored him. Some birds are like that.


The boy asked his rubber duck. But the duck floated away. He didn’t know either.


That night the boy couldn’t sleep for disappointment. He wanted to help the penguin, but he wasn’t sure how.


The next morning the boy discovered that penguins come from the South Pole. But how could he get there?


The boy ran down to the harbor and asked a big ship to take them to the South Pole. But his voice was much too small to be heard over the ship’s horn.


The boy decided that he and the penguin would row to the South Pole. So the boy took out his rowboat and tested it for size and strength. He told stories to the penguin to help pass the time.


Then they packed everything they would need and pushed the rowboat out to sea. They rowed south for many days and many nights.


There was lots of time for stories, and the penguin listed to every one. So the boy would always tell another.


They floated through good weather and bad until they finally came to the South Pole.


The boy was delighted, but the penguin said nothing. Suddenly it looked sad again as the boy helped it out of the boat.


Then the boy said good-bye and floated away. When he looked back, the penguin was still there. But it looked sadder than ever.


It felt strange for the boy to be on his own. There was no point telling stories now because there was no one to listen except the wind and the waves.


Instead, the boy just thought. And the more he thought, the more he realized he had made a big mistake.


The penguin hadn’t been lost. It had just been lonely.


Quickly the boy turned the boat around and rowed back to the South Pole as fast as he could. At last he reached the Pole again.


But where was the penguin? The boy searched and searched, but the penguin was nowhere to be found.


Sadly, the boy set off for home. But then the boy saw something in the water ahead of him. Closer and closer he got, until he could see . . . the penguin, floating in the huge umbrella they had packed.


And so the boy and his friend went home together, talking wonderful things all the way.


A boy who told stories. A penguin who wasn’t lost—only lonely. A relationship that allowed the two to travel home together—filled with wonder. It’s where that story led.


And tonight perhaps the story of this season—the story that was in the beginning, the story that was with God, the story that was God—can lead us. Perhaps it can lead us to be the tellers of stories through the lives we live. Perhaps it can lead us to put away our loneliness as we experience the one who comes to be with us. Perhaps it can lead us to travel a wonder-filled journey to whatever place we need to reach.


Perhaps it will truly become our story. Amen.
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