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The Cross and the Incarnation 
 
 
Behind the cross lies the incarnation – God becoming a mere human being. 
According to Charles Wesley the incarnation is this: 
 
Our God contracted to a span, 
Incomprehensibly made man. 
    Charles Wesley 
 
The God who created the amazing, spectacular universe, becomes a weak human being. The 
incarnation is fundamental to the Christian faith – without it the crucifixion would never 
carry its force. Without the incarnation Christianity would never have got off the ground. 
Sieger Köger’s illustration on the handout for today conveys something of this. Christ in the 
midst of a motley huddle of human beings, but with a bright shaft of light from the Mystery 
above. 
 
But we do remain rather silent about the incarnation. We can see why: if we simply 
proclaimed it in our society, most people would think of us as people who believe in fairies. 
When I talk with atheists and non-believers, which I sometimes do, I feel we need to talk 
about the incarnation, but I couldn’t do that without being thought of as wacky. The same 
of course goes for the resurrection and the Ascension – and the Holy Trinity for that matter. 
I said on Sunday that you can’t usually come to fundamental truths by talking about them. 
You can only come to that kind of truth by encountering it. First you need to experience, 
and then you can talk about it. If we come cold to it in a discussion, it will just look 
nonsense. How can the great mysterious divine creator of all things, who holds all the 
universe in being, how can God become a vulnerable baby in a shed, behaving in the silly 
way of babies? As an adult he has to struggle, and eventually he loses in his battle to help 
people; and he gets executed. How can the two things fit together? How can the God who 
created the universe at the same time cry out on the cross, “my God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?”  
 
Modern science comes to our help here. Physicists are discovering more and more the 
extent to which the universe seems illogical. They are repeatedly baffled by their 
discoveries, which seem paradoxical and contradictory. Only a couple of weeks ago, we 
heard they had discovered some characteristics of the dark matter in the universe which 
defy all logic. They said it was utterly weird. They are only discovering the kind of 
contradictions that Christianity has always been used to. You feel that if we just sit still with 
our doctrine of the incarnation, science will eventually catch up. God is weird. God breaks 
his own rules all the time and turns things topsy-turvy in a way that we can’t get our heads 
around. So, it’s well to remind ourselves that a contradiction like God becoming a baby is 
quite congruous with the experience of scientists. 
 
This wonder struck the world amazed, 



 
 
it shook the starry frame; 
squadrons of spirits stood and gazed, 
then down in troops they came.   Thomas Pestel  1584-1659 
 
Those thoughts are a help, but we need a bit more for our belief in the incarnation to get off 
the ground. One thing is that the doctrine of the incarnation is a powerful key to living life to 
the full. Just as human beings are made in the image of God, so the incarnation of Christ 
encourages us to see God in everyone. Belief in the incarnation has time and again driven 
Christians to serve the needy, the hungry, the homeless, the suffering. In the early years of 
the 20th century the incarnation was a favourite theme in Anglicanism, at a time where 
many ordinary people lived in appalling conditions in the slums. The incarnation was a 
rallying-cry for justice for the poor. There is a famous speech by Bishop Frank Weston in 
1923 in which he said, "Go out and look for Jesus in the ragged, in the naked, in the 
oppressed and sweated, in those who have lost hope, in those who are struggling to make 
good. Look for Jesus. And when you see him, gird yourselves with his towel and try to wash 
their feet." And he also said it is useless to worship Christ in the tabernacle of the altar 
unless you worship him also in the slums. The incarnation has been like a launching-rocket 
for much of Christian service of the needy and work for justice. 
 
Another fruit of the incarnation is the fact that Christianity is a very bodily religion. 
Archbishop William Temple said that Christianity is the most materialist of religions. 
Christianity is concerned with the material, with the physical. It affirms a fundamental truth 
about human beings. We are bodily beings. In our culture, we believe the most important 
things happen in our heads, but that’s a mistake. Think of a concert pianist. She sits there 
and concentrates all her energies, and then she starts. Her whole body, her whole self, is 
given to making the music. She doesn’t think to herself, “now I put this finger here, now I 
put that finger there …”. Something total is happening, in which her mind, her spirit, her 
body, the physical piano, her emotions and her insights, and so on all come together in a 
kind of “swooping”, with the whole of her being. This musicmaking is not simply an activity 
of the mind. It is now for instance become common to speak of muscular memory. The 
dancer doesn’t think about where to put which fought next, he leaves it to his feet to take 
control and do it in a mysterious, unfathomable intuition of the body. We live like this all the 
time. Our bodies remember things that our minds forget. We are incarnate beings. And so, 
as I have been saying this week, when we pray, when we worship, our whole self needs to 
be involved, not just our head.  
 
I have visited Romania many times, and on my first visit there in the time of the dictator 
Ceauşescu, I was taken to a village church on a Sunday. I found the whole thing utterly 
astonishing. All these countryfolk crossing themselves, prostrating themselves on the floor, 
kissing icons, lighting candles, going to speak with the priest, writing prayers on pieces of 
paper for him to offer, and so on. It was a hive of activity, and the devotion was intense. I’m 
not asking you to do all of that, but I just want to say that in our time we are rediscovering 
the place of our body and our whole self in prayer. It can be good simply to sit or meal and 
be quiet and listen to God. I make time for that every day. But that is like a little boat that 
needs to ride on the strong currents of the whole of my being.  
 



 
 
And so, we have the church building, we have the liturgy, we have the wonderful gift of the 
Eucharist, which is a kind of continuation of the incarnation, as Christ becomes present to us 
in bread and wine. It runs on through all of church life: holy places, the other sacraments, 
baptism, the anointing of the sick, monastic life, Christian art and music and literature. God 
comes to us in the physical. Even the Bible is a physical object and needs to be read aloud to 
be fully grasped. 
 
It can be very helpful to think of this truth about ourselves when we are taking part in the 
church’s public services. They are intended to speak to the whole of our being. And you are 
so lucky here with all the music that can do that in its own special way. We are all made 
differently, and for some people it is difficult simply to sit quietly and listen to God. When I 
was a vicar, a young lad called Albert was not down by a car and went into intensive care in 
hospital. The mother appeared at my door with Albert’s brothers and sisters and asking to 
pray for him. I took them into the church and showed them the candle stand, which by a 
stroke of luck we had just installed. After that they were away. Every day they came, lighting 
candles and writing prayer notes to put on the board by it. St Teresa of Avila speaks of a 
sister in her community – this was a community of contemporary to nuns – and rather 
surprisingly this sister said she couldn’t pray silently. So, St Teresa told her to repeat the 
Lord’s prayer slowly. So, she started doing that and it suited her down to the ground. 
 
God became incarnate in Jesus Christ our Lord. After the resurrection God didn’t take the 
incarnation away again – he left it with us as a principle for being human beings. The 
incarnation is in fact an act of pure genius. Completely contradictory, completely 
unimaginable, but opening so many doors. 
 
“While all things were in silence, and the night was in the midst of her swift course, your 
Almighty Word leapt down from heaven from your royal throne, and your commandment 
touched the heaven, but stood upon the earth.”  (Wisdom 18.15) 


