
Hallmarks of Identity – Incarnation/Incarnational 
 
The report entitled Around One Table, Exploring Episcopal Identity, has provided information for 
us concerning the views of several groups within the church concerning our identity.  One of the 
areas raised for consideration among the responders was ‘incarnation.’  How does being 
‘incarnational’ rank as a hallmark of identity for TEC, and how are we doing at faithfully being 
‘incarnational?’ 
 
The report indicates that while more than 90% of clergy and lay leaders believe that 
“incarnational” is highly important  - a core aspect - of Episcopal Church identity, fewer than 50% 
of our members give ‘incarnational’ that same prominence.  While it’s distressing to learn of such a 
gap in perception, it isn’t particularly surprising. 
 
In the mid to late 1980’s, I read a report from a wide ranging study done on the religious beliefs of 
American Christians. The survey was constructed in such a way that those responding could self-
identify as members of a particular church…Lutheran, Methodist, RC, Episcopal, etc…..  This 
made it possible for the polling group to provide data for each of those churches about the 
responses of its own members. 
 
One of the questions read this way, “Who do you understand Jesus of Nazareth to be?” A list of 
possible answers was provided, and responders were instructed to choose as many answers as they 
considered correct.  The list included choices like ‘Son of God,’ ‘ Son of Man,’ ‘ Teacher,’  
‘Prophet,’ ‘ Healer,’ ‘ God in the Flesh,’ ‘ Rabbi,’ ‘ an example of what every human being should 
be,’ ‘ Savior,’ ‘ Redeemer’…..and several others. 
 
What riveted my attention was this; 47% of those who self-identified as Episcopalians – fewer than 
half – chose the answer many consider crucial to the faith….God in the Flesh.  I don’t remember 
what their most frequent choices were.  What I remember is thinking that we really had our work 
cut out for us!   
 
That this current survey reveals a nearly identical (low) percent of members choosing 
‘incarnational’ as a mark of identity for TEC seems to indicate that for at least thirty years, 
Christmas mania notwithstanding, the Incarnation has not registered in our members’ minds as 
particularly important in the faithful living of their lives.  
 
In addition to the differences between leaders and members concerning the centrality of the 
Incarnation, the survey reports that many folks apparently skipped that question altogether - 
which may mean that some of our members are not at all sure what we’re talking about when we 
use the words “Incarnation” and “incarnational.”  
  
Why does this huge disparity of understanding exist in our church?   
 
One possibility is that the Incarnation is mystery and paradox – the claim that someone can be both 
human and divine, both mortal and eternal all at the same time – and it is difficult to get our minds 
around it in ways that other aspects of faithful life – works of mercy, for example, are not. 
(although, of course, works of mercy can be categorized as “incarnational!)  
 



It may also be that in this age of scientific and technological advance many people are reluctant to 
embrace stories of miracles and wondrous signs; and the mystery and paradox of the Incarnation, 
connected as it is to the assertion of the Virgin Birth, can be difficult for many people to discuss and 
claim as central to their faith in Jesus.  This is the information age – and mystery and paradox 
often present challenges to be met and explained rather than embraced; and no matter what we say 
or how much we learn about mysteries, they tend to remain – well – mysterious! 
 
We may also have done less teaching – and assumed over time that people can and do read the 
Bible with understanding, that they know how to pray in a variety of ways, that they understand 
what the creeds are about, who Jesus is and why we would promise to follow and obey him as Lord, 
and what impact such following and obedience will have on the living of their lives.  If your 
experience as a bishop is anything like mine, you have been presented more than once with 
candidates for Confirmation who have clearly not been invited to reflect deeply on such things!   
 
And among some church members we find attitudes like, “I’m not going to lay anything on my 
children,” or “she can decide for herself when she gets old enough,” or “it doesn’t really matter 
what you believe as long as you’re a good person,” or “it doesn’t matter what you believe, you can 
find at least one other Episcopalian who will agree with you!”  
 
Whatever the cause for the disparity reported in Around One Table, we seem to have at least two 
generations of members who have never been introduced to the implications of the Incarnation for 
the faith and mission of the Church and for their own lives. How can we bridge the gap? 
 
One possibility which came to mind for me lies in the teaching of  the Rev’d Dr. Charles Price, of 
blessed memory, on the word  ‘liturgia’ – ‘liturgy.’  He says that in the first century that word was 
used to describe a public work accomplished at private cost.  Private financing of public works such 
as bridges, statuary for the town square, or paying for a militia to defend the city – all were 
‘liturgia’ – public works accomplished at private cost. 
 
Price says that St. Paul used this idea to describe what God has done in Jesus the Christ.  In Jesus, 
God has accomplished the greatest of all possible public works at the highest of all possible private 
costs. (Liturgy For Living, and lecture notes)   
 
It’s tempting, when thinking of the cost of redemption, to go straight in our minds to the 
crucifixion, but I suggest we consider that the enterprise and cost of redemption did not begin with 
the death of Jesus, but rather with his birth. 
 
What did it cost God - the eternal, triune community of Being, mutuality, and love - to have one of 
its own take on the life of a created species? What was the cost – not only in the ultimate rending of 
Jesus’ flesh, but in the introduction of something new into the very life both of God and of 
humanity?    
 
What difference might it make to our shared sense of identity as a church if our members were 
invited to reflect on the Incarnation as costly in itself for the God in whose image we are made – 
and that this costly initiative was not just the prelude to a saving act of sacrificial death, but in itself 
has salvific dimensions? What difference would such a notion make in the way we understand 
having been bound to Christ in baptism, and our call to participate in God’s work of 
reconciliation?   



 
The Incarnation is the tangible expression of God’s longing and love for humanity, a sign of God’s 
willingness to share in things we count as best about human life, but also to become vulnerable to 
all that is worst about it.    
 
What might happen if we took seriously the connection between the Incarnation and the liturgia of 
God – the costly and current work of God?  And what would happen if we shared a common sense 
that when we participate in what we have the nerve to call ‘liturgy’ we are claiming a share in 
God’s costly public work – and are willing to have it cost us something, both in our relationships 
with each other and when we go out into the world in the name of Christ? 
 
What difference might it make if our members began to grasp that the Incarnation imparts the 
character of eternity and salvation not only to his death but to all the teachings and actions of 
Jesus?   
 
We (bishops) may take for granted connections between the Incarnation and the Church as the 
Body of Christ in the world – but many of our members do not. 
 
We may take for granted connections between the Incarnation and the Kingdom Jesus preached – 
the reign of God which is already among us and within us, which we are to seek and inhabit and co-
create in the here and now - through the faithful living of our baptismal vows -  but many of our 
members do not. 
 
Our Church does not have a commonly shared sense of the centrality and meaning of the 
Incarnation – and it seems unlikely that we will gain such a shared sense unless we become willing 
to offer teaching and conversation about it. So…for your reflection, three compound questions…   
 

1. How does the reality of mystery affect your own faith and beliefs? What questions does the 
Incarnation raise for you? What insights might it provide into the nature of the God in 
whose image we are made?  

 
2. How does the costly nature of the Incarnation challenge you in your own ministry? How 

might it inform a deeper understanding of the baptismal liturgy and covenant? 
 

3. What difference would it make in our sense of identity if we understood that the 
Incarnation imparts the character of eternity and saving initiative to all of Jesus’ actions 
and teachings, and not only to his death? 
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