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Sunday, January 5, 2020 
Rev. Robert W. Brown 

SERMON  
The Non-Anxious Presence 

INTRODUCTION:  
If you found yourself at a Christmas Eve worship service this year, chances are good that, 

toward the end you heard the first verses of John’s Gospel. This elegant writing 

beautifully sums up the Christmas story. But John’s words are actually a prologue or thesis 

statement that drives his entire narrative. John begins with a stunning and profound 

announcement. Jesus, he proclaims, is the divine “Word”, God’s self-revelation—who 

existed with God from the beginning and through whom God created all things. Jesus the 

invisible “Word” took on skin and bones. He became incarnated as a human being and in 

doing so brought the light of life for the world. In other words, God’s own glory, the 

Shekinah glory is made visible in Jesus. 

Year after year, we retell this remarkable birth narrative with great reverence, pageantry 

and ritual. The Scriptures and Carols evoke indelible images that, for many of us, were 

firmly implanted in our psyche when we were very young. We imagine the incarnation as a 

theatrical event that happened two-thousand years ago and we are still pondering its 

significance and meaning, wondering how this could be. But John entirely skips over the 

birth narrative and instead, begins his Gospel with a clear, deliberate echo of the creation 

story. He links Genesis 1 directly to the Christ event. God and Christ are to be understood 

as one eternal force that always have been and forever will be.  

I thought if we looked closely at this echo, and juxtaposed the words of Genesis with 

John’s opening prologue, we may find some deeper truth is revealed. What might we 

learn about God’s incarnation two-thousand years ago that might speak to our own 

incarnate being? In other words, can we understand the Christmas story, not only as this 

antient mythological phenomenon, but also as an ongoing, ever expanding creative act of 

divinity that still happens today? Perhaps Divine incarnation is more than as weak echo 

from the past and can also resonates deeply with our Spiritual life today?  

What you are about to hear is a Scriptural “mash-up” I put together to amplify the echo. 
Hank will read from the Gospel of John and Gail will read from Genesis.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Genesis 1:1-5 
In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a 
formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God 
swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was 
light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the 
darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was 
evening and there was morning, the first day. 
 
John 1:1-3a  
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.  
 
Genesis 1:9-11 
And God said, “Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one place, and 
let the dry land appear.” And it was so. God called the dry land Earth, and the waters 
that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that it was good. Then God 
said, “Let the earth put forth vegetation: plants yielding seed, and fruit trees of every 
kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.” And it was so. 
 
John 1:3b-5 
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. 
 
Genesis 1:16-18 
God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to 
rule the night—and the stars. God set them in the dome of the sky to give light upon 
the earth, to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light from the 
darkness. And God saw that it was good. 
 
John 1:9-12 
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.  
 
Genesis 2:7 
then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being. 
 
John 1:14,16-17  
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… 
…From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. The law indeed was given 
through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 
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SERMON 

Did you notice how John’s understanding of Christ connects directly into the Creation 
story. Both of them call forth and reveal something that is a hidden or unknown. The 
invisible power speaks and matter becomes visible? Darkness and light become dance 
partners on the same stage. The Divine breath animates human life from the dust of 
the earth and the Word became flesh. Could this profound interconnectedness be 
significant to our understanding of God’s relationship to humanity?  

Please pray with me. 

God of all creation, power, beauty and light, illumine our hearts and minds so that we 
might perceive the deeper truth that is hidden under the cover of our anxiety ridden, 
stress filled lives. May the words of my mouth and the meditation of all our hearts be 
pleasing and acceptable to You, our rock and our redeemer. – Amen. 

Weaving the creation story with the Gospel of John in this way opened my eyes to 
some new thoughts and ideas about the Christmas story of God in flesh appearing. 
Both stories are about God’s fierce desire to self-reveal the wonders of his love. All of 
what God has created offers insight into the Divine nature. Every detail of this 
mysterious and wonderful cosmos is window into the Divine mystery. In the same 
way, the incarnation of Jesus reveals a God that willingly became as fragile and 
vulnerable as any human being, showing all of us the wild compassion God has for 
the human condition and the power love has to overcome it. God is forever self-
revealing. For those who have eyes to see it, the mystery of God is flashing signals all 
around us, beckoning us into the sheer joy of a genuine connection and authentic 
relationship with the eternal oneness of all things. "Here is an unspeakable secret”, 
wrote Thomas Merton, “paradise is all around us and we do not understand."  

Well for most of us it’s kind of hard to understand, because unlike Merton, most of us 
don’t live in the serenity of a bucolic mountain hermitage, tucked quietly away in a 
remote corner of the monastery. Most of us are living in an entirely different story. 
Here we are surrounded by our multiple on-line streaming devices, serving up 24/7 
breaking news headlines. We are alerted in real time to real-life dramas that play out 
stories of unspeakable horror. Then, to sooth our agitated and weary soul, these same 
devises awaken the insatiable consumer monster living inside all of us. With 2-day 
delivery comes the promise of relief. Peace will come at last, bundled with our next 
purchase.  

To live in this real world, with your eyes wide open, is to live with the undeniable 
reality that our ever-darkening planet is steadily edging closer and closer to the brink 
and we are the cause of our own demise. To be out in the real world every day is to be 
saturated in some kind of invisible cloud of free-floating tension hanging over us like 
a hazy smog that we have grown accustom to. Everyone, it seems, is generally 
frustrated by what is actually happening in this real world and most of us feel 
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absolutely powerless to affect even a sliver of change. If paradise is all around us, 
then we truly are blind or in need better medication.     

Did I say happy New Year yet? Hey, it’s a new decade and 20-20 is a snappy number. 
It’s quite a bit easier to type on the keyboard too. The dawn of the new year of a new 
decade should be a bright horizon, one bursting with glorious possibility. Everything 
should feel new and overflow with eager anticipation of a better day. But looking 
around, I see that more and more people are caught in sea of endless futility. Even 
attempting positive change is surely a prelude to epic failure. It’s only January 5th and 
I already cheated on my resolution to eat a plant-based diet and just yesterday I 
resigned my new membership to the gym. It will never work out. 

Last Sunday I skipped church. Instead, Natalie and I decided to go to this shopping 
plaza in Hudson. At 10am, as you all were singing hymns, worshiping God and 
enjoying each other’s good company, I was in a head to head challenge with an 
elderly woman over one of the last open parking spots. Market Basket felt like Grand 
Central station at rush hour. No one made eye contact. Everyone seemed tense and 
edgy, pressed for time, and generally annoyed. Carriages were gripped with two white 
knuckled hands. Like NFL running backs, people struggled through the over crowed 
isles. Suddenly, in the middle of the chaos, I became aware that you had begun to 
worship. I had not been out on a leisurely Sunday morning in a long long time. What a 
stark contrast it is between what we do here on Sunday mornings and what is going 
on out there. I found myself absorbed into their tension. For no apparent reason I 
became agitated. Maybe it was the noise level or the lighting, or the long lines. The 
sheer volume of everything was just overloaded. All my instincts signaled high alert 
fight or flight. I had lost all agency in the matter. 

All of this leads me to think that what we really need most of all in this bleak and 
frightening world is people who can bring forth the gift of a non-anxious presence. 
These are the people who are capable of fully engaging head on in all of this chaos, 
fear and uncertainty without absorbing the toxins. These are the ones who have 
become the light of the world, and the darkness cannot overcome it. I believe that the 
light of even one non-anxious person can alter the chemistry of any room and 
neutralize that toxic cloud of dread.  

Maybe that’s what I took away from our Advent of Sustainable Joy; a willingness to be 
fully present in this moment and accept reality as it is, not how I think it should be. 
The poet David Whyte says that “joy is a meeting place of deep intentionality and of 
self-forgetting, the bodily alchemy of what lies inside us in communion with what 
formerly seemed outside, … a voice speaking between us and the world.” I think that 
when we choose to intentionally live with a soul filled with joy, the fruit will always 
be a non-anxious presence that is a poured out on this anxiety-ridden world. 

Our Advent of Sustainable Joy predictably brought us back once again to the manger. 
On that holy night, what had been hidden since the very beginning, became visible to 
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the world. Incarnation means that what is hidden becomes visible. To become the 
visible light of the world, Jesus first had to allow himself to be incarnated, to be seen 
by the world, fully exposed, and completely vulnerable all the way down to the soul 
level. After walking that path himself, Jesus then told us to do the same. We too are 
invited to be the light of the world. So maybe the story we tell year after year about 
God’s incarnation didn’t happen. Maybe it’s happening all the time! Followers of Jesus 
are invited to show up in the world and reveal that divine spark living within all of us 
at the center of our being. Make visible that beautiful light that is your pure truth, 
unscathed by sin and free of all illusion, that hidden part of your soul that belongs 
entirely to God. Jesus says that this is how we are to make ourselves known in the 
world. Do we have the courage to drop our masks of pretense and abandon our 
calculated presentation of perfection? To follow Jesus is to risk revealing our true 
voice, our own hidden vulnerability, sharing with the world our joys and despairs, 
even our weaknesses and imperfections. This is how we incarnate the fullness of 
grace and truth that Jesus first incarnated! This is how we become the light of the 
world. The Divine light that was hidden in the eternal Christ now pouring out of us. 
This is the eternal light that is fueled by our sustainable joy. This is the light that 
shines through even the darkest corners in life to reveal God’s peace, hope, joy and 
love to a world that is clearly living on edge, a light that is the non-anxious presence 
pointing eagerly to the paradise we see all around us. 

I think you agree that this is a really critical time to be the incarnation of God’s light 
in the world. The ever-encroaching darkness breeds only anxiety, isolation, fear, 
anger and violence. I believe what the church and Gospel has to offer has never been 
more relevant. And I am certain that we at TriCon Church are on not on the edge of 
the abyss. We are on the cusp of a deeper and truer experience of knowing who God 
is in the year 2020. Together we can show the world what it looks like and what it 
means, to become the incarnate light of the world. 

Did I say happy New Year?    

 
 


