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In Stones with Fair Colors, author Gary Bowell tells the story of a father putting his four-year-

old son to bed. Having finished saying their prayers, reading a few stories, and all of the other 

little bedtime things that you do with younger children, he kissed his son on the forehead and 

turned the light off. Suddenly the young boy started sobbing, “Don’t leave me, Daddy. I’m 

scared and I don’t want to stay here alone.” 

 

Parents, you can relate to this part of the bedtime ritual, can’t you? Even this uncle experiences it 

from time to time when I put my almost-two-year-old niece, Andi, down for bed. While she can’t 

express exactly what she’s feeling in addition to being tired at bedtime, there’s something to that 

cry that just breaks my heart each time. You’ve done all that you can to reassure them, but still 

the tears come full stream. You’d love to just rock them to sleep, but you know that they’d fight 

to stay awake if you were around. 

 

As the young boy cried out for his father to stay, Bowell says that the father sought to reassure 

him. He reminded him that they had just said their prayers and they had asked God to watch over 

him. A loving father, he assured his young son that he was not alone, but that God was with him 

as he went to bed for the night. 

 

Choking back his tears, the young boy called out to his father, “I know, but I want somebody 

with skin on.” 

 

There is something to the young boy’s words that we might understand, isn’t there? Children 

have a way of voicing exactly how we feel at times, don’t they? They are so free from that fear 

we have as adults—that fear of being vulnerable. When facing our fears in the shadows of our 

own longest nights, it’s not as comforting to simply think that God is with us. We want to know 

beyond any doubt that we are not alone; that God, or family, or friends, or that someone is there 

with us. It’s one thing to face life’s fears and challenges with someone else, but when we feel 

alone, the fear is simply multiplied. 

 

When life’s struggles hit and we don’t know what to say, we find ourselves offering reassuring 

words to one another, not unlike the words that the father offered to his son. “God doesn’t put 
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more on us than we can handle.” “There’s nothing that we can’t face together with God.” Or 

“With God, we are never alone.” 

 

Yet, like the young boy, our hearts, indeed our very souls, cry out for more than words; for 

“somebody with skin on” to soothe the longing of our spirits and to reassure us that all will be 

well again, even if it is not at the present moment. In those moments, words are just not enough. 

We need someone with skin on to be present with us and to make our world feel safe and right 

again. 

 

Today is the first Sunday of Advent. This Sunday begins our journey towards the joy and the 

hope that is revealed in our Christmas celebrations. Advent, however, comes upon us during the 

season of the year in which the days grow shorter and the nights grow longer. It comes when our 

part of the world is most void of the bright light of daytime. So often, we begin to realize that we 

get up and go to work with no sun shining and return in the evening without the sun to light our 

way. We go to work and it’s night, we come home and it’s night, and we wonder where the day 

has gone for us as we enter our journey to Christmas. 

 

While Luke’s gospel will speak the story of Christmas best for us on Christmas Eve—a story of 

Mary and Joseph, of a long journey to Bethlehem and no room at the inn, of a donkey and a 

manger, of shepherds and angels that proclaim “good news of great joy for all people”—and 

Matthew’s gospel will describe Joseph’s perspective and magi kings that travel from the East 

with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh, John also has a way of telling the story for us. 

Granted, it is without the adorable images that make for the best of children’s pageants. In fact, 

he almost writes the story like a dedicated theology professor. Some scholars claim that John 

begins his version of the good news with an ancient hymn of the early Church. While we don’t 

have the music to accompany it, I wonder if John’s lyrics might speak to us as we begin this 

journey of Advent towards Christmas in this extraordinary year. Listen for his new perspective 

as he tells it in 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. 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. 

 

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. He 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. 
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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.1 

 

* * * * * 

 

While Matthew begins by tracing Jesus’ family tree back to Abraham; and Luke begins the story 

talking about Jesus’ uncle Zechariah, the father of his cousin John, the Baptist; the Gospel of 

John, the disciple (not the Baptist) begins at the VERY BEGINNING. John takes us back to the 

words of Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning...” Those three words remind us that before creation, 

before humanity existed, God existed, hovering over a void that was filled with night before 

there was light. Creation began when God spoke and there was “light.” God’s very words 

breathed life into the void that was present on the earth. 

 

For John, Jesus is the very Word that came from the mouth of God; that spoke life into being at 

the very beginning. When the world was filled with nothing but night, long before the birth of 

Jesus on earth, Jesus was present at Creation; God’s very word speaking life and light into the 

world. When the world was the most void of light, its most dismal moment before life seemed to 

exist, when nothing could be seen, God was breathing life into the earth with God’s very Word. 

 

Last week, I had the opportunity to take a quick vacation with Dawn down to a sunnier 

destination. I understand why so many of you like to fly south for the winter. We need to be 

reminded that spring, summer, and warmer weather will follow, even when the days seem to be 

the shortest. The sun will shine again. I like to get away once or twice during the winter to share 

that important reminder. When Dawn asked where I wanted to go not too long ago, I said, “I 

want sun, sand, beach, and ocean. I want to put my feet up, read, and remember the important 

elements of creation. I need to recall that water meets the sand, the sun still shines and warms the 

earth during the day, and the long nights and the cold and snow will not last forever.” 

 

While we were away, I also noticed that I didn’t really pay much attention to the news. Now, 

don’t get me wrong. I knew what was happening back home, but I tuned out in order to tune in to 

the renewal that happens when you step away for a moment. When I arrived home, however, 

there was the blatant reminder that we’ll be traveling this holy season of Advent under the same 

hyper-partisan politics that have not only divided our nation, but even our families. I even spoke 

to some friends whose family members have stopped communicating with them and unfriended 

them in social media spheres as a result of their political differences. 

 

As I traveled home, an old friend from my high school band days shared that his younger brother 

had died following a long struggle with sarcoma. The younger brother is a year or so younger 

than me and the service is at my home church where their family has been long-time members. 

We arrived home at night, and the ever-present reminder of the season was upon us again.  

 

Perhaps as we enter into this season of Advent, our souls and spirits join with the longing 

expressed in the words, “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel, that mourns 

in lonely exile here, until the Son of God appear.” “Emmanuel,” “God with us,” is the presence 

for which we long as our world turns away from the light of day towards the shadows of the 

night. “Rejoice, rejoice, Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel,” we sing as we proclaim the 
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promise that God shall be with us. But when? Now? At times we find ourselves wondering, 

“How much worse does it have to get? Will this season of long nights end?” 

 

John’s answer calls us to remember the God who was present in the beginning; who spoke and 

brought forth life; who spoke and brought forth light, light that could not be overcome by any 

night. It’s easy to forget, isn’t it, my friends? Just as much as it’s easy to forget that spring and 

summer will come again, it’s easy to forget that the long nights of our bitter and broken 

experiences of life will not win out. 

 

John says that at the precise moment that humanity failed to recognize God’s presence at work in 

the world, the Word came to us bringing life and light once more; reminding us that we are 

“beloved children of God” even still; and that the nights that seem to be filled with our murkiest 

hours are not beyond the power of God who spoke light and life into the night. That very Word 

comes to us anew in Jesus Christ. 

 

John proclaims, “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.”2 Eugene Peterson, in his paraphrase 

The Message, puts it this way, “The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the 

neighborhood. We saw the glory with our own eyes, the one-of-a-kind glory, like Father, like 

Son, generous inside and out, true from start to finish.”3 When the world was at its worst—when 

we had forgotten the One who had spoken light and life into our world, that very One—the 

eternal Word that was present at the beginning comes into the world in the flesh of humanity in 

Jesus Christ. Jesus is God present “with skin on.” The One who was there at the beginning 

comes to remind us that God is with us; Emmanuel. 

 

There is no greater love than that of our God whose very Word has the power to breathe and 

speak forth light and life, yet chooses to set the power of divinity aside to enter our human story.  

Vulnerable, subject to pain, suffering, sorrow, loss, infighting, disease, famine, cruel dictators, 

corrupt politicians, righteous indignation of the religious elite and others who alone hold the 

correct path of faithfulness, brokenness, hunger, thirst, and even death—THIS VERY GOD takes 

the risk to come “Down to Earth” that we might know that we are not alone when the shadows of 

night seem to close around us. 

 

John reminds us of this act of love and we call it “The Mystery of the Incarnation,” how God has 

joined us in the flesh in Jesus Christ. This is the hope we have in this Advent season as we 

journey towards Christmas. When the shades of dusk seem to void our lives of light, God steps 

into our story to bring us light and life. 

 

How do we explain it? The greatest thing about mysteries is that they are not so much to be 

explained as experienced…lived out in our own lives. For this One whose Word speaks life is 

enfleshed in Jesus Christ, calls us “Beloved,” and claims us as the “Body of Christ.” When we 

live in the mystery, the world sees God more clearly in us. 

 

While during this Advent season it might be tempting to be overwhelmed by the shadows of the 

night that seem to overcome us, how might we help others see God in the flesh more clearly in 

the world around us? Could it be that living into this mystery is an invitation to give up our own 
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powers to which we cling so tightly? The power to be in control; the power to be right; the power 

to strive for perfection; the power to hold others at arm’s length; the power to be the best, the 

strongest, the most successful; that we might embrace the power of a love that can change the 

world when we find ourselves serving. 

 

This week, as our Angel Tree gifts flood into and out of these corridors, I can’t help but think 

how brightly the light will shine and how much life some children will have as they open some 

gifts at Christmas. At a time when many children in impoverished situations won’t have a meal 

to eat, many will receive a meal because of our vision for excellence in the work we do in this 

ministry. God’s presence will be made real for single parents and grandparents and guardians 

who are simply trying to get by in a difficult world at a difficult time. That’s incarnational love, 

my friends. 

 

Perhaps we might even set aside our own differences, not just for this difficult moment in our 

nation’s history, to live in relationship with one another; seeking understanding rather than trying 

to convince one another of our own right beliefs, but seeking to discover the One whose presence 

is incarnate in us together as the body of Christ. 

 

How? Perhaps it begins here in this place when we gather around the table and remind ourselves 

yet again of the One who spoke life into being and continues to speak life into us today; at the 

table, where we gather as one in that One whose love comes with skin on. Just look around you! 

Don’t just go love people, but be Love that the world may see “God with skin on” in you! That’s 

incarnational! 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 John 1:1-14, NRSV. 
2 John 1:14, NRSV. 
3 John 1:14, The Message. 

 


