2nd Before Lent  2006 10am
"Sticks and stones may hurt my bones, but words can never harm me". People used to say that when I was at school, usually as a brave response to others who were being horrible to them. But it’s not really true, is it? Words can really hurt – as any soap opera script-writer knows very well.
The right words for a situation matter a lot. When used with care, they can be immensely powerful. They can inspire and encourage and transform lives. But they also have the power to inflict great pain and long-term harm. I am sure we can all think of things that we have said to those whom we love in the heat of the moment that we dearly wish we could unsay.
And even when words are used carefully, they are always open to interpretation and to meanings that go beyond the original intention of those who uttered them. One of the nice things about being here with you is that people sometimes comment on what has been said in a sermon, as they leave the church – a phrase or idea that has interested them, or perhaps with which they disagree (a rare event, I know, but it does happen! – and quite right too!). The interesting thing is that sometimes when they tell you what it was you said that set them thinking, it seems to bear only passing resemblance to what you thought you had said! (often it’s better).
And words can spring other traps too. For example, they can change their meaning over the years. The opening words of Psalm 30, "I will magnify thee O Lord for thou hast set me up ," might seem to have a very different meaning now to the meaning they had when they were originally written! ‘Gay’, of course is another, notable example – and I have personal experience here, because the landlady in my second year at university had that as a surname . . . there were some very strange phone calls…
So, what about John's concept of Jesus as nothing less than the "Word" of God itself?  Is this ‘Word’ unambiguous and unmistakable? Or, after 2,000 years, is it open to misinterpretation?
To answer this question it is helpful to think first a little about Wisdom, the subject of our first reading this morning from the book of Proverbs. Back in the days of what we call the Old Testament wisdom was seen as a very important spiritual reality. When Solomon was asked by God what gift he most wanted, he plumped for wisdom for this was the highest attribute anyone could receive. To the Hebrews, it was clear that in creating the universe God needed a great deal of wisdom, so wisdom was said to be "with" God from the beginning. Gradually, wisdom became thought of more and more as an actual person, and is pictured in some of the Old Testament literature, like Proverbs, as an admiring character alongside God, appreciating what God was doing. “…when he marked out the foundations of the earth, then I was beside him, like a master worker; and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him always, rejoicing in his inhabited world and delighting in the human race” to remind you of some words we have already heard this morning.
Interestingly, people began to think of Wisdom as a female figure, Sophia, perhaps as a way of off-setting the usual masculine imagery of God. This idea continued in some Christian traditions, which tended to see the Holy Spirit as the female aspect of the Trinity. But in the prologue to St John’s Gospel, which we heard this morning as the Gospel reading, John takes the idea of Wisdom and applies it not to the Holy Spirit, but to Jesus. To St John it was quite clear that as God’s beloved and incarnate Son, Jesus was the fresh fulfillment of the divine energy that to that point had been thought of as God’s Wisdom.
But here John had a problem, and a big one, because if you remember I said that Wisdom was understood using female images, but Jesus was very clearly male. So how could John bring these two things – a female Wisdom and an obviously masculine Jesus – together? What language could he use? Well, the way he solved this problem was to turn to Greek philosophy and in particular to the idea of the ‘Logos’, which was understood by Classical philosophers to be the "founding principle" of the universe. Logos is a male noun, and is usually translated "The Word". And so Jesus is called, in John’s most famous prologue, "The Word" and the idea arose that Jesus was with God from the beginning, from the very creation of the world.
John was writing some 20 or 30 years after the other gospel writers, and his concern was to produce a deep reflection upon the life of Jesus and all that it had meant in the community in the 60 or 70 years since the crucifixion and resurrection. Within those 60 to 70 years people had increasing come to realise that Jesus was indeed divine. So unlike Luke and Matthew, John doesn't include any account of the birth of Jesus (if we want to know about this, we can read about it in the other Gospels), but he does describe the Christ as the third person of the Godhead, God himself. And God wasn't born. God was always there, from the beginning. Everything, all of life, emanates from God, therefore the Christ, the third person of the Godhead, must also have been there from the beginning.
But all of that would have been quite difficult for ordinary people to understand – I guess it still is! So John, in a sense, turns from philosophy to poetry to make his point, and rather than explicitly talking about Jesus, he talks instead about "the Word" and leaves his listeners to understand at whatever depth they can manage. It may have been only after reading his gospel to the end, that his listeners would really have begun to understand that when he speaks about "the Word," John is referring to Jesus.
As each generation moves further and further away from the historical time of Jesus, it becomes increasingly important that the gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ, is re-interpreted for each generation in terms that can be both heard and understood. Words are very important. If we want future generations to know and understand what God is showing us in Christ and in the Gospels, then we need to help people read the Gospels and be inspired by them. And that isn't just my job. It's the task of every Christian to learn about the faith through the scriptures and to be able to talk about it in terms which other people will understand.  Can I finish by suggesting that the Lent Groups, when we will be looking at Christ, the Word of God’s, defining moment at the cross, might be a helpful resource in the most important of Christian tasks.
