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“Behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall name him Jesus. He will be great and will be called Son of the Most High.” At Mass this weekend, we hear the Angel Gabriel’s annunciation to the Virgin Mary.

The Incarnation is one of the most difficult Christian doctrines to understand. It is the mystery at the heart of the Christmas message.

Many Catholics simply accept the fact that Jesus Christ is both true God and true Man, without worrying too much about the mechanics of the process!  We marvel at a mystery which transcends the fathoming of our minds.

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God.”
 

The child is the Word of God, the second Divine Person of the Most Holy Trinity. This Word, divine in nature, assumed a human nature like our own.  Thus we see a Divine Person who, incarnate as Jesus Christ, has two natures, a divine and a human. Whereas God in His Divine Nature assuredly cannot suffer or die, the Word, in His assumed human nature, can suffer death.

It took the Church some 500 years to condemn the various heresies and to define her faith about Christ clearly. Adoptionism, for instance, was the heresy that Jesus of Nazareth was merely a man, a human being, whom God adopted as His Messiah at the moment of his baptism. 


Arianism erroneously portrayed Christ as a type of “super-angel”, the highest of all God’s creatures, but not God Himself. The Nicene Creed combats Arianism when it speaks of “one Lord Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not made, one in Being (homoousios – consubstantial) with the Father.”

 Later fifth-century heresies tended to undermine the true humanity of Jesus Christ, swamping it with His Divinity. 


Nestorianism taught that the Divine Word indwelt the human person of Jesus, giving him a double personality as a “God-bearing man,” a Divine person and a human person under the same “two-in-one” wrapping.

Eutyches, the head of a monastery near Constantinople, reacted against this. He taught that Jesus had only one divine nature which had absorbed human characteristics. The human nature was completely absorbed by the Divine Word. After the Incarnation no distinction could be made in Christ between the Divine and the human.

The political details of these quarrels are Byzantine indeed. Eventually 600 bishops gathered in October 451 AD at Chalcedon, near Constantinople. Pope Leo I sent legates, addressing this letter to Flavian, bishop of Constantinople, about Eutyches. It is a classic exposition of the Incarnation.


The Word of God was begotten eternally of the Father:


“His birth in time in no way subtracts from or adds to that divine and eternal birth of His: but its whole purpose is to restore humanity, who had been deceived, so that it might defeat death and, by its power, destroy the devil who held the power of death. Overcoming the originator of sin and death would be beyond us, if  He whom sin could not defile, nor death hold down, had not taken up our nature and made it His own.”

Against Eutychus, Pope Leo insists that Jesus had a full human nature derived from his mother. The Holy Spirit made the Virgin pregnant. Although the process of generation was wonderfully unique, it was nevertheless fully human. 


“As Wisdom built a house for herself, the Word was made flesh and dwelt amongst us: that is, in that flesh which he derived from human kind and which he animated with the spirit of a rational life.”


So the proper character of both natures was maintained and came together in a single person. Lowliness was taken up by majesty, weakness by strength, mortality by eternity. To pay off the debt of our state, invulnerable nature was united to a nature that could suffer; so that in a way that corresponded to the remedies we needed, one and the same mediator between God and humanity, the man Christ Jesus, could both on the one hand die and on the other be incapable of death. 


The true God was thus born in an “undiminished and perfect” human nature. He did not share in our sins or in the defilement brought upon us by Satan. He enhanced the human, while not degrading that which is Divine. 


“For that self-emptying whereby the Invisible rendered himself visible, and the Creator and Lord of all things chose to join the ranks of mortals, spelled no failure of power: it was an act of merciful favour. So the one who retained the form of God when he made humanity, was made man in the form of a servant. Each nature kept its proper character without loss; and just as the form of God does not take away the form of a servant, so the form of a servant does not detract from the form of God.”

The devil boasted that his craftiness had laid mankind low, slave of sin and subject to death. Man had become a partner in crime with the Evil One, so that the All-Holy was bound by justice to issue sentence of condemnation upon him. God therefore devised this secret plan whereby he might realize His original kindness towards humanity, and prevent us from perishing.

Leaving behind His Father’s glory, the Son of God descended from the heights of heaven to the depths of our world.  “One who is invisible at his own level was made visible at ours. The ungraspable willed to be grasped.…. Whilst remaining pre-existent, he begins to exist in time. The Lord of the universe veiled his measureless majesty and took on a servant's form. The God who knew no suffering did not despise becoming a suffering man, and, deathless as he is, to be subject to the laws of death.”

The lowliness of the man and the grandeur of the divinity are in mutual relation…. The child is laid in a lowly cradle, while angels announce the coming of the Son of the Most High. Herod wants to kill the baby: the Magi adore the heavenly King.


As God is not changed by showing mercy, neither is humanity devoured by the dignity received. “The birth of flesh reveals human nature; birth from a virgin is a proof of divine power.” 


In Jesus, the Word accomplishes what belongs to the Word, the flesh performs what belongs to the flesh. The Word works splendid miracles; the flesh suffers acts of violence. The same One whom the devil craftily tempts as a man, the angels dutifully wait upon as God. 


“Hunger, thirst, weariness, sleep are patently human. But to satisfy five thousand people with five loaves; to dispense living water to the Samaritan woman …to walk on the surface of the sea with feet that do not sink; to rebuke the storm and level the mounting waves; there can be no doubt these are divine.”


Christ in his human nature weeps for His friend Lazarus, but as God raises him from the four-day-old grave. As man He is pierced by nails, as God he opens the gates of paradise to the repentant thief. “It is from us that he gets a humanity which is less than the Father; it is from the Father that he gets a divinity which is equal to the Father.”


The bishops at Chalcedon adopted Leo’s themes, and gave us the fullest dogmatic definition we have on the Incarnation. It is not easy reading, but it merits some meditation as we gaze upon the crib:
 
“So, following the saintly fathers, we all with one voice teach the confession of one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ: the same perfect in divinity and perfect in humanity, the same truly God and truly man, of a rational soul and a body; consubstantial with the Father as regards his divinity, and the same consubstantial with us as regards his humanity; like us in all respects except for sin; begotten before the ages from the Father as regards his divinity, and in the last days the same for us and for our salvation from Mary, the virgin God-bearer as regards his humanity; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only-begotten, acknowledged in two natures which undergo no confusion, no change, no division, no separation; at no point was the difference between the natures taken away through the union, but rather the property of both natures is preserved and comes together into a single person and a single subsistent being; he is not parted or divided into two persons, but is one and the same only-begotten Son, God, Word, Lord Jesus Christ, just as the prophets taught from the beginning about him, and as the Lord Jesus Christ himself instructed us, and as the creed of the fathers handed it down to us.”
