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Grace, mercy and peace be to you from God our heavenly Father, and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ,
through the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen. It’s Christmas Time, the time of the Great Exchange.
However, I’m not talking about the exchange of greeting cards or gifts under the tree. And I’m not talking
about the exchange that has begun to take place at store customer service counters or through online
returns. For the church, the Great Exchange started in a realm beyond history, before time and space
began. The Great Exchange happens between divine and human, eternal and temporal, life and death – at
the moment when God chose to come dwell among us as one of us. 2 This week’s Gospel text did not
have the familiar elements of the Christmas story of angels, shepherds and a manger. Instead, it begins
with a hymn, which celebrates Jesus’ origin and his coming into the world. “In the beginning was the
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God.” Jumping
down to verse 14, “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.” This is the first part of the Great Exchange. The Word,
Jesus, was there in the beginning. Those three words, in the beginning, echo the creation account from
Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” It is no accident that the author
of the Gospel of John chose these words to begin this story of Jesus. Instead of the manger scene,
which usually focuses on the humanity of Jesus, this Gospel begins the story by focusing on the divinity
of Jesus. This Word is God’s very own self, made known to the world. The Great Exchange between the
divine Word and the human flesh wasn’t just a one-time thing in Jesus – it had lasting consequences. The
essence of our bodies, the sinful flesh that turns us away from God, has now become sacred. God used
the ordinary stuff that makes up you and me, to reveal God into the world, through Jesus. When this
exchange happened between divine and human, something new took place. The ordinary physical
realities of our bodies took on a new potential, because God has become incarnate among us. The Great
Exchange between divine and human has forever changed how we experience God. We can now see,
hear, and know God in ways that were never before possible. God did not stay distant from us, but
became flesh and dwelt among us. God came down to us, in the midst of our human weakness, confusion
and pain. The incarnation has forever bound God to the “everydayness” of our human existence. 3 Some
may wonder why God would make such a choice, and over the years many have doubted that this Great
Exchange actually happened.

Why would the God who made the heavens and the earth chose to come and dwell in the broken, limited form
of a man? To help illustrate why God appeared in human flesh, I want to share a story with you that I first
heard years ago, though I don’t know the origin or the author of this tale. But the story is told of a snowy
Christmas Eve, and a farmer’s wife who was taking their children to a Christmas Eve service in the farm
community in which they lived. She asked him to come, but he refused. "That Christmas story is nonsense!"
he said "Why would God lower Himself to come to Earth as a man? That's just ridiculous!" So she and the
children left, and he stayed home. A while later, the winds grew stronger and the snow turned into a blizzard.
As the man looked out the window, all he saw was a blinding snowstorm. No sooner had he sat down to relax
before the fire for the evening, when he heard a loud thump. Something had hit the window. Then there was
another thump. He looked out, but couldn't see more than a few feet. When the snow let up a little, he
ventured outside to see what could have been beating on his window. In the field near his house he saw a
flock of wild geese. Apparently they had been flying south for the winter when they got caught in the
snowstorm and could not go on. They were lost and stranded on his farm with no food or shelter. They were
flapping their wings and flying around the field in low circles, blindly and aimlessly. A couple of them had
gotten off track and flown into his window. The farmer felt sorry for the geese and wanted to help them. He
knew his barn would be a great place for them to stay. It is warm and safe, and they could spend the night
there to wait out the storm. 4 The farmer walked over to the barn and opened the doors wide, then watched
and waited, hoping the geese would notice the open barn and go inside. But the geese just fluttered around
aimlessly and did not seem to notice the barn or realize what it could mean for them. The farmer tried to get
their attention, but that just seemed to scare them and they moved further away. He went into the house
and came back out with some bread, broke it up, and made a breadcrumbs trail leading to the barn. They still
didn't catch on. Now he was getting frustrated. He got behind them and tried to shoo them toward the barn,
but they only got more scared and scattered in every direction except toward the barn. Nothing he did could
get them to go into the barn where they would be warm and safe. "Why don't they follow me?" he exclaimed.
"Can't they see this is the only place where they can survive the storm?" He thought for a moment and
realized that they just wouldn't follow a human. "If only I were a goose, then I could save them," he said out
loud. Then he had an idea. He went into barn, got one of his own geese, and carried it in his arms as he circled
around behind the flock of wild geese. He then released it. His goose flew through the flock and straight into
the barn, and one by one the other geese followed it to safety. He stood silently for a moment as the words
he had spoken a few minutes earlier replayed in his mind: "If only I were a goose, then I could save them!" Then
he thought about what he had said to his wife earlier. "Why would God want to be like us? That's ridiculous!"
Suddenly it all made sense. That is what God had done. We were like the geese -- blind, lost, perishing. God
sent His Son to become like us so He could show the way and save us. That is the meaning of the birth of
Jesus. 5 The eternal God took on the fragile human form, whose existence was only temporary. Sin had
corrupted our bodies and our relationship with God, so that we no longer lived as creation had intended to be.
Through the coming of God in the human form of Jesus, our situation is reversed. We who live in this
temporary form, who are made up of flesh that won’t last, are given the gift of eternity.

The Great Exchange between eternal and temporal has allowed us to be freed from the world’s
expectations, so we are able to live a life of faith, grace and forgiveness. The last part of the Great
Exchange took place between life and death. Christmas is often pumped up and viewed as the festival
that sums up the meaning of the Christian faith. In doing this, we often loose our identity of what makes
us Christians, because Christmas only has meaning when viewed in the light of Easter. Going back to the
Gospel for today, verses 3 and 4 speak about the life that is in Christ. “In him was life, and that life was
the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not overcome it.” Our world
is filled with darkness. It is not hard to turn on the news, or read the headlines, and witness the darkness
and terror that has invaded our world. The darkness is not just “out there” somewhere far away from us,
but is in each of our lives too. The darkness comes when we sin, when we choose to put anything else
above God; when we fail to trust in God, and we try to take control of our lives. If this were the end of the
story, we would all be in deep trouble. The good news for us today is that this is not the end. The
darkness that is in our world and in our lives is not where we put our faith, when we believe in the light.
When the light came into the world, when the Word became flesh, a new thing happened. A new creation
was made. The one who fashioned creation in the first place is the only one who could have inaugurated
this new creation. Christ 6 came to bring light and life to the world, but he did so by exchanging his own
life for death. God accepted death, so that we might accept life. This is what the Great Exchange of
Christmas is all about. It has nothing to do with presents, or party invitations. It has to do with the
exchange of one life for another. Christ assumed an earthly body, one that was susceptible to death, in
order that our own flesh and blood may receive the gift of life. It’s hard to truly understand the gift of
Christmas, unless we’re viewing it from this side of the cross. It is through the divine becoming human,
the eternal becoming temporal that our death has been exchanged for new life. And that is a gift that
can never be returned. Thanks be to God. Amen!

Pastor Heather Apel

Scripture for January
January 2
First Reading- Jeremiah 31:7-14
Psalm-147:12-20
Second Reading-Ephesians 1:3-14
Gospel-John 1:[1-9] 10-18
January 9

First Reading- Isaiah 43:1-7
Psalm- 29
Second Reading- Acts 8:14-17
Gospel- Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

January 16
First Reading- Isaiah 62:1-5
Psalm- 36:5-10
Second Reading- 1 Corinthians
12:1-11
Gospel- John 2:1-11
January 23
First Reading-Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10
Psalm- 19
Second Reading-1 Corinthians 12:12-31a
Gospel- Luke 4:14-21
January 30
First Reading- Jeremiah 1:4-10
Psalm-71:1-6
Second Reading- 1 Corinthians 13:1-13
Gospel- Luke 4:21-30

Pray for one another

Earl McKinley, Jack &
Shirley Williams, Bonnie
Hileman, Dale Neild, Peggy
Gilbert, Mara Joy Nelson,
Linda Rager Hampton,
Mary Chrastil, Marie
Betten-Niccum, Joanne
Boettcher, Nancy Coble,
Betty Hamlin, Betty
Lawrenz, Owen, and
Robert & Lois Dowd.

Birthdays in January
Marie Betten-Niccum 1/22
Mary Chrastil 1/16
Patty Grant 1/16
Michela Rennaker 1/2
Jon Perkins 1/6

Council Update

Advent ushered in a new church year, and now we greet a new calendar year as well. Zion's council
met over the Christmas holidays to review thoughts expressed during our recent congregational
conversations regarding the future of Zion. We know there is much more to consider as we move
forward in the coming year, and as such, we have informed the synod office that we wish to find a
part-time interim pastor to work alongside us. Picking up on ideas from council persons and
congregation members, we know that this congregation wishes to be of service in our community,
and works to identify needs we might have resources to meet. Recent months have been especially
difficult for many in our congregation and community, marked by several untimely deaths, and a
continually troublesome and disruptive pandemic. We wondered in council if there were ways we as
a congregation might reach out to those in Zion and beyond who are struggling with grief and loss. A
possible additional resource for us might be the Lutheran Foundation, which is particularly
interested in supporting mental health efforts. We wondered if there might be an interim pastor
who could also guide and inform us in this direction. No decisions have been made, and as always,
council welcomes your thoughts, reactions, and ideas, but this seemed timely and needed in our
community. Please be in touch with your reactions!
We wish we had timely information on our poor, old elevator, but sadly have no new date for repair.
We also continue to search for a new custodian. If you know of any individual who might be
interested, please let a council person know.
Thanks to all who continue to make our worship service a time of peace and moment to connect
with one another in God's presence.
Peace, good health, and God's blessings to all in the coming year.
For the church council,
Sally Krouse, Vice President

The Congregational meeting is set for February 20.

Thank you to everyone. Whether you
provided meals, donated to Daniel's
Place, sent flowers or even just
shared your condolences, your
support has been a great help as my
family and I continue to heal from the
passing of my amazing and loving
daughter, Erin.

Cheryl Working

Thank you so much your kind
Christmas card and gift. I am so
grateful that I am able to help out and
provide for the church I grew up in!

Chloe Steele
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