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“Pitching a Tent”

“And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory of a father’s
only son, full of grace and truth.”

As we were going through boxes trying to decide what we would pack for our move this past spring,
we came upon several programs from the Stratford Festival.  They reminded us of the many visits we
have made to Stratford over the years to visit the festival, enjoying a wide variety of plays and
musicals as well as the shops and restaurants of this festival city.  Ever since my English professor in
university encouraged us to visit the Stratford Festival, it had been my goal to visit what he described
to be “the greatest repertory theatre company in North America,” and after our first visit I had to agree
that Stratford had some of the best theatre I had ever experienced.  As we looked through the
programs we had collected, we remembered how we were able to meet this goal and enjoy many
wonderful vacations along with many visitors who come to Stratford during the festival season.

Last January, Susan and I returned to Stratford; only this time, it was for a very different reason. 
There were no plays in any of the theatres, and it was far colder and snowier than in any of our
previous summer visits.  This time, we weren’t coming to Stratford as tourists, but to visit a place
where there was a possibility that we would make our home in the near future.  This visit had its
beginnings last October, when Bishop Pryse contacted me about having my name submitted to the
call committee at Zion Lutheran Church as a candidate to be called as its next pastor.  A subsequent
invitation from the Call Committee resulted in our making another trip to Stratford; but now we weren’t
here to relax and enjoy the theatre and community – we were here to look at Stratford as a place
where we might be moving, a city where we might put down roots and become residents.  On that
visit, we experienced the difference between being a tourist and becoming a permanent resident.

As we come to the close of this Christmas season (a reminder that the “Twelve Days of Christmas”
begin on Christmas Day and end on January 6, the Day of Epiphany), John’s Gospel invites us to
consider what the birth of Christ in the Manger in Bethlehem means for us.  While the Fourth Gospel
includes none of the familiar and beloved details of the birth of Jesus, it sets his Nativity in a larger
framework, as the coming of the Eternal Word of God into human history, the dawn of the “life [which]
was the light of all people.”  The child born of Mary is the one who is “true God, begotten of the Father
in eternity” (Small Catechism), who was “in the beginning with God.  All things came into being
through him, and without him not one thing came into being.”  The one of whose birth the herald
angels sing is truly “Jesus our Emmanuel” – God with us.

In John’s words, the child who was born in the Manger is “the Word [that] became flesh and lived
among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”  In
coming to dwell among us, the Fourth Gospel teaches that Jesus does not come as a mere tourist –
one who “comes to a place and visits while maintaining their own unique traditions and customs”
(Karyn Wiseman) – but comes to dwell among God’s people.  To “make one’s dwelling” (skenoo) is a
verb rich with Old Testament associations, because it recalls God’s promise to dwell with God’s
people: “My dwelling place shall be with them; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 
Then the nations shall know that I the LORD sanctify Israel, when my sanctuary is among them
forevermore.” (Ezekiel 37:27-28).  The word comes from the same root as the noun for “tabernacle” or
“tent” (skenos), the place where God spoke to Moses and where God’s glory was seen:

· “When Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the entrance of
the tent, and the LORD would speak with Moses.” – Exodus 33:9.



· “Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle.”
– Exodus 40:34.

The Tabernacle became the site of God’s localized presence on earth, the assurance to the people of
Israel that “God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when the morning
dawns.” (Psalm 46:5).  The prophets would draw upon this image in proclaiming the promise that in
the days to come this “tenting” would be especially impressive:

· “So you shall know that I, the LORD your God, dwell in Zion, my holy mountain.  And
Jerusalem shall be holy, and strangers shall never again pass through it.” – Joel 3:17.

· “Sing and rejoice, O daughter Zion!  For lo, I will come and dwell in your midst, says the
LORD.” – Zechariah 2:10.

· “He said to me: Mortal, this is the place of my throne and the place for the soles of my feet,
where I will reside among the people of Israel forever.” – Ezekiel 43:7.

In these prophetic promises of God’s dwelling among God’s people, the prophets anticipate the
promise of Revelation that in the last days “the home of God is among mortals.  He will dwell with
them as their God; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear
from their eyes.” (21:3-4a).  

As God’s presence among God’s people was not of a temporary nature but was in the reality of God’s
dwelling in a “tabernacle” in the midst of the people, so now Jesus is the shekinah, God’s presence
dwelling among God’s people, the locus of contact between the Father and those persons among
whom it is his delight to dwell.  Jesus does not come among us as a tourist, a temporary visitor who
maintains his own traditions and customs, but fully enters into human existence as he is “a true
human being, born of the Virgin Mary.” (Small Catechism).  Luke’s description of his circumcision and
presentation in the Temple stand as evidence that he is born into a traditional Jewish family, and
throughout his life he lives among his people and fully identifies with their circumstances.  Jesus was
not passing through on his way to another destination; he comes to “pitch tent” with his people, to
“take up the people’s traditions and customs … the Word made flesh comes to be in the world and to
change the world.” (Wiseman).

Because God has chosen to dwell with us in Jesus Christ, we are the ones who have “seen his glory,
the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”  In the Old Testament, “glory” (doxa) implies
a visible and powerful manifestation of God to human beings:

· “Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain.  The glory of the
LORD settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days …” – Exodus 24:15-16.

· “And when the priests came out of the holy place, a cloud filled the house of the LORD, so that
the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of the LORD filled the
house of the LORD.” – 1 Kings 8:10-11.

Likewise, after the description of how the Word set up a tabernacle among humanity in the flesh of
Jesus, his glory became visible.  In the Word that became flesh, God is now present in the human
sphere: “So now the supreme exhibition of God’s love is the incarnate Word, Jesus Christ, the new
Tabernacle of divine glory.” (Raymond Brown).

As we are about to put away our Christmas decorations and move on from the Christmas season into
this new year, the message of Christmas is that as Christ was born among us on Christmas day, our
Lord will not move on from our presence but will continue to make his home among us as he “dwells
among us … full of grace and truth.”  It is the promise that is ours in every season that we will dwell in
our Lord’s presence forever, for our Saviour promises us that “what my Father has given me is greater
than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand.” (John 10:28).  It is the good news



that will bless us at the dawn of every day of this new year that “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor
rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in
all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-
39).  It is our blessed assurance that Jesus’ final words to his disciples are the words that reassure us
that our Lord’s presence is truly abiding as he calls us to “remember, I am with you always, to the end
of the age.” (Matthew 28:20).

As Christ came among us not as a tourist but to dwell among us so that we are always in his loving
presence, our call as his church is to live in the midst of the people we are called to serve not as
outsiders, not as people who have no connection to the place where we have been planted, but to
“pitch our tent” and make Christ’s love known to those in whose midst we abide.  As the Word
became flesh and lived among us to be in the world and to change the world, our call as the Body of
Christ is to make Christ’s presence known in this place in which we have been called to dwell, to
“pitch our tent” so that Christ’s light might shine through us into this place where God has called us to
serve.

· “Pitching tent means coming to be fully part of the world in which you live and minister.  The
Word in this text is doing just that – coming to ‘pitch tent’ with humanity.  The Word made flesh
comes to be in the world and to change the world… like Jesus, [Christians can] transform the
world in which they live through their ministry to and with the people.” – Karyn Wiseman.

In May, Susan and I returned to Stratford; only this time, it wasn’t merely as tourists or as people
looking over the city as a place that might become our new home.  When we came to Stratford this
time, we stayed; we bought a home, moved our belongings and our cats into it, changed our address,
got new drivers licenses, and began to make this place where we had visited so many times our
home.  We came and stayed because God has called us to “pitch our tent” here among God’s people
at Zion, where God has called this congregation to “pitch its tent” to be a permanent place where
God’s Word will dwell and be proclaimed to the people of this community.  As we make our home in
this place in this new year, may the one who came to be with us and to dwell among us shine his light
upon us and through us, so that all may know that “grace and truth” that abides with us permanently
here in this place and wherever God chooses to “pitch his tent” among God’s people. Amen.


