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Flawed and Fabulous
Galatians 4:4-7; Luke 2:22-40

I won’t ask for a show of hands–I suspect I already know what the
results of such a poll would be–but I’m wondering how many of you would join
me in confessing that you are a chocoholic.   I love chocolate, the darker the
better, and frequently consume it, not only for a satisfying snack and not even
just to assuage a craving.  Sometimes chocolate serves a medicinal purpose,
stabilizing my mental health and rendering my mood more tolerable to
everyone around me. 
 

I will also confess that I’ve come to love Dove Promises.  You know
those little individually wrapped chocolates, each of which contains an
inspiring message inside the wrapper.   Quotes like “Be forever the optimist
and dream big,” or “Laughter is the music of the soul,” or “Be the first one on
the dance floor,” are just a few of my favorites.  Yes, I am as much a sucker
for the quotes as I am for the chocolate.

Last fall, my Peer Learning Group, all nine members of which are
Baptist women ministers from Eastern North Carolina, went on a weekend
retreat to the beach, and I’m not sure I’ve ever seen so much chocolate
consumed in such a short time!  Those Dove Promises were a favorite among
the group, and the wrapper of one of the several I enjoyed read, “You are
flawed and fabulous.”  At first I thought it a strange message for a candy
wrapper, but as I pondered the words, they reminded me of conversations I
had had with a close friend who has been going through a very difficult time. 
So, I texted the message to my friend, “You are flawed and fabulous.”  And
my friend’s simple yet profound reply: “Aren’t we all?”

“Flawed and fabulous.”  Who would have thought such a profound
theological concept would be found printed on a candy wrapper.  And yet, this
is precisely what our faith in Christ teaches us. 

The Christian faith holds in tension these two important concepts: We
are abject sinners and we are beloved children of God.  Over and over,
Scripture reminds us of these seemingly opposing beliefs.  The opening
verses of John’s Gospel tell us, for example, that Jesus “was in the world, and
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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, he gave power to become children of God” (John 1:10-12). 
Paul writes in Romans 5:8 that “while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” 
  And in John’s first letter we read, “ See what love the Father has given us,
that we should be called children of God” (1 John 3:1).

Even our hymnody sings to us of this juxtaposition: “Amazing grace how
sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me,”1 and “Alas and did my savior
bleed . . . for such a worm as I,”2 are set in contrast to “Children of the
heavenly Father, safely in his bosom gather,”3 and “His eye is on the sparrow,
and I know he watches me.”4

Our experience teaches us that we are a complex mingling of the very
best God can imagine and the very worst we can devise.  We are created in
the divine image and enlivened by God’s very breath in order to love God and
be loved by him.  We are capable of the deepest compassion and the highest
ideals.  We, as the pinnacle of God’s handiwork, were chosen to be the
caretakers, even co-creators, for the rest of the creation God also loves, as
well as brothers and sisters to one another and the beloved children of God
himself.

But we are also limited by our creatureliness.  We can be selfish and
short-sighted, capable of doing great harm to God’s creation, to one another
and even to ourselves.  Because our sin corrupts God’s image within us, our
capacity to love and accomplish great good also leaves us vulnerable to hate
and the ability to do great evil.  Left to our own devices, we are capable of
hurting others and not only harming but also potentially destroying God’s good
creation.

So we know ourselves to be both child of God and sinner, beloved by
God and capable of rejecting God’s love.  The sin of which we are capable
does not obliterate the divine image in us, nor does God’s conferring to us
special status among his creatures elevate us above the weaknesses of our
humanity. 

In other words, you are flawed and fabulous, and aren’t we all?

1 “Amazing Grace.”  Lyrics by John Newton.
2 “At the Cross.”  Lyrics by Isaac Watts.
3 “Children of the Heavenly Father.”  Lyrics by  Karolina W. Sandell-Berg, 
4 “His Eye Is On the Sparrow.”  Lyrics by  Civilla D. Martin
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This is the foundation of our faith and the truth that we celebrate at
Christmas and throughout the seasons of the Church year:  God loves us
all–enough to send Christ to live among us to demonstrate his wondrous love
and amazing grace through his life, death and resurrection.   We are all
children of God capable of loving God with our whole selves and reflecting
that love to others, but we are also sinners, unable to love fully apart from the
love God first demonstrated for us in Christ.

In first-century Jerusalem, devout Jews like Simeon already believed
themselves to be the chosen children of God.  Born under the Hebrew
covenant, they understood their responsibility under the Law and held firmly
to the expectation that God would send a Messiah to rescue them from
Roman rule and restore their nation to its former glory.  When Luke says that
Simeon was “looking forward to the consolation of Israel,” he is not just talking
about the concept of God’s offering relief in their affliction.  “The consolation
of Israel” is a reference, developed in Isaiah’s prophecy (Isaiah 11:1, 40:1,
49:13), to the person of the Messiah.  Simeon was watching and waiting for
the Messiah to arrive.  

So when Mary and Joseph embarked on the half-day journey from
Bethlehem to the Temple in Jerusalem for the purification of their firstborn
son, the Holy Spirit was also leading Simeon to the Temple for an encounter
that would change them all.   Even the angel songs and shepherd visits,
which we are told Mary kept and pondered in her heart, had not prepared
these young parents for what was about to happen as the devout man of God
took their son into his arms and the prophet Anna began praising God for him,
both declaring him to be the Lord’s Messiah!  And they didn’t stop at
recognizing him as the one to redeem and restore Israel.  They declared him
to be the Salvation of all people, the Redeemer of all the world.

What Simeon and Anna declared is the good news of Christmas for us
all:   Christ came to dwell among us in the complexities of our humanity, in the
midst of our sin, in order that he might redeem it.  Christ came to demonstrate
for us what life in the fullness of God’s presence is like in order to show us the
possibilities of who we might become.  

Too often, we become so accustomed to our own structures of doing
and being, of how we interpret the world and relate to one another, that we fail
to recognize the new pattern of life offered to us in Christ.   In Christ, we are
not just called to become our best selves or the most favorable combination
of our character traits, both good and bad, that we can imagine.  Christ’s
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coming offers to us the opportunity to become, not just a better version of who
we already are, but to be transformed and  become new creations
(2Corinthians 5:17).   

In the passage we heard earlier from his letter to the Galatians, Paul
said it this way: “When the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born
of a woman, born under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the
law, so that we might receive adoption as children. And because you are
children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba!
Father!’  So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an
heir, through God” (Galatians 4:4-7).

Our modern ears should not miss the radical nature of what Paul says
here: Because Christ has come, we are no longer slaves but heirs!  We are
no longer outsiders but have become part of the family, and our relationship
to God has been altogether redefined.  We have experienced  a complete
change of status, an entirely new identity.  

This new status does not mean that we are now perfect.  We are still
flawed but we are redeemed.  We are still sinners, but because Christ has
come, we are no longer slaves to our sin.  In Christ, God came to dwell
among us that all might become heirs to the promise of God’s grace.  In
Christ, we are transformed into new creations, living into the reality of the full
and abundant lives God imagined and intended for each one of us.

My first year of seminary was a difficult one for me in many ways.  I was
living outside of North Carolina and far away from all that was familiar for the
first time.  I was challenged socially by the “foreign” culture of New Jersey and
the various languages and customs I encountered even on my own campus. 
I was challenged intellectually and spiritually by a diversity of ideas and
theological perspectives such as I had never imagined possible.  I was
pressured by the rigors of academic life at a place like Princeton. 

But the year was also one in which I grew in some significant and
positive ways because of those experiences and the people I met.  I will never
forget some of the people who stretched my ways of thinking and inspired me
to seek to discern God’s call amid the demands from without and the fears
from within.

One of those people was Ellen, a woman who lived on my hall.  Ellen
had come to Princeton from Fairbanks, Alaksa.  In her mid-sixties, she had
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decided to fulfill her life-long dream of coming to seminary, leaving her
husband and adult children and their business for those three years in order
to study and prepare for ministry.  Most of us on the second floor of Erdman
Hall were twenty-somethings fresh out of college and naive about life “in the
real world.”  Ellen had a whole other life to which she planned to return, but
she would talk of how she worried that she would go back to Alaska a new
person whom those she loved would no longer understand.  

In one of those late-night, caffeine-induced conversations that can
happen over marathon church history or systematic theology study sessions,
Ellen told me how as a young woman about my age, she had first sensed a
call to ministry but life in a previous generation and in a military family caused
her to put it out of her mind.  When her husband retired from the Army, they
decided to remain in Alaska and open a small hardware business.  She
described a good life but said she was periodically haunted by the sense that
God intended more for her.  She wouldn’t want to worry her family, so she
pushed that call aside and went on with her quiet, normal life.  

After Ellen’s children left home, she became more involved in her
church and community and one day, during a Bible study, the leader asked
if any of them had ever run away from something God had called them to do. 
She said in that moment, she knew God was speaking to her as clearly as
she spoke to me, and she went home and immediately began preparations
to attend seminary.  She had received surprising support from her husband
and children, she said, and left for New Jersey that September knowing she
wouldn’t see them again until May because they couldn’t afford the airfare for
her to return home, even over the Christmas holiday.

I had never met anyone so open to the possibilities of discovering a new
life in Christ as Ellen was, not only of learning or doing something new but of
becoming something new, not just of a new career but of a new identity.  After
a lifetime of being a wife and mother and business owner, all roles she loved
dearly, Ellen spoke of understanding herself and her life in an entirely new
way:  as minister, as role model, as one seeking to live fully into her identity
as a child of God.  Ellen spoke of learning to dream God’s dreams for her life
and to imagine herself living out God’s image within her.

Today is a day for new beginnings and second chances, not only
because we have once again welcomed the Christ child among us and not
only because we are standing on the threshold of a new year.  Today is a day
for new beginnings and second chances because in Christ, every day is an
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opportunity to begin anew, to claim our identity as heirs to the promise of
God’s grace, to become new creations in Christ.

We come to the Lord’s table professing that we are sinners in need of
redemption and that through the life, death and resurrection of Christ, we are
also beloved children of God.  We come to this table rejoicing that in the
coming of Christ the old has passed away and we are made new.  We accept
Christ’s invitation to this table because we gratefully claim the new identity
and abundant life that God, in Christ, has imagined and intended for us all.  

So come, saints and sinners, knowing that you are indeed flawed and
fabulous, beloved children of God for whom Christ has come.  Aren’t we all? 
Thanks be to God!  Amen.
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January 1, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O Lord, you have come!  You have broken through the darkness of our
world and your light has illumined the uncertain way for us, and so we sing
your praise.  You introduced joy to our world–joy that outlasts the festivities
of December, joy that surpasses the excited activity of Christmas Day, joy that
comes to us and remains with us because of your abiding love.  In an act of
love, you closed the circle between promise and fulfillment, Creator and
created, Word and world.  We worship the Christ who grew up to show us the
image of who God is and the promise of what we can become, who called all
people unto him, and who calls us to share the Good News of his coming with
the world.  For these great blessings and mysteries of our faith, we offer our
thanks and praise.

Because, like excited children, we recognize the season of Christ’s
coming as a time of dreaming big dreams and imagining new possibilities,
help us to take a second look at those around us to notice your presence in
each person we meet.  Loosen the grip of our eyes that stare transfixed at old
patterns of doing and being.  Free us to be surprised, confused, amazed by
the undreamed-of ways you choose to reveal yourself to us.  Allow us a
glimpse of your vision, to see ourselves, our neighbors, and our world full of
possibility and promise, ready to be transformed.  When we witness evil and
suffering around us, in faith, help us to imagine a world where hurting people
receive support and love from a caring community.  When our courage fails
and we need someone to hold us up, in faith, help us to imagine a church
where we can do things together that we cannot do alone.  When we are
called into relationship with the world but are frightened by the confusion and
helplessness we find, in faith, help us to imagine you in each person we
encounter.  With you, let us imagine the world at peace.  With you, let us
imagine our purpose at one with yours, through Jesus Christ our Lord, the
One whose coming we celebrate and in whose name we offer our prayers. 
Amen. 


