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GOD‟S WORD FLESHED OUT 

 

Bard (noun) a poet, especially one of national importance.1 Do you know who I am talking about when I mention 

the Bard?  Four months away from it being 400 years since his death, we know William Shakespeare primarily 

through his words, and he is still known as „the Bard‟ because of his beautiful and powerful eloquence.  His 

words really come to life when they are fleshed out on the stage, as evidenced by the fact that there is still a 

Shakespeare Theater Company in D.C. all these years later.  Earlier this week, following the busy time leading up 

to Christmas, our family went to New York City to see some Broadway shows.  Nancy and I saw a musical set in 

1590‟s London where two brothers are trying to make a living writing plays, but have difficulty competing with 

Shakespeare, whose writing so brilliantly articulates the heights and depths of human experience.2    

 

Lord (noun) a title used for God by Christians and Jews.3 Do you know who I am talking about when I mention 

the Lord?  The first book of the Bible begins its portrayal of God by describing how the Lord spoke so eloquently 

and powerfully that each word God uttered led to the creation of the item the Lord had imagined.  God says, “Let 

there be light,” and suddenly, darkness no longer dominates.  The word of the Lord has been present right from 

the start, and yet humanity had neglected to pay attention to what God had been saying.  The opening of John‟s 

Gospel tells us that in response to human inattention and rejection, that God‟s creative and powerful word was 

sent in another way.  This time God‟s word comes in human flesh, in the person of Jesus.   

 

You might wonder about this word imagery being used of Jesus.  After all, you and I use words in quite ordinary 

ways.  We speak them, we sing them, we write them, we text them, we use them in a variety of media.  Some 

expressions are made up of good words and some are bad, some are filled with kind words and some are 

strikingly unkind.  Many people hope to have the last word.  But scripture tells us that God had the first word and 

then kept on speaking, reaching out to humanity.  Words express ideas, but God is more than an idea.  Words 

divorced from action are empty.  The Lord wanted humanity to be able to experience the reality that God was in 

the world with us.  So Jesus, coming as God‟s word in the flesh, seeks to convey that idea that is more than just an 

idea.  

 

When our words are truthful, they reveal something about what is on our minds or in our hearts.  Through honest 

words, others can begin to get to know us.  The divine word which came as a human being was not a word limited 

for just one time and place.  Although the person named Jesus probably spoke Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, 

God‟s word which speaks through his life, ministry, death, and resurrection is for people of all languages.  

Through this word of the Lord in human form, we can get to know God‟s grace in action through a lived out 

concern for those who are sick or lonely.  We see care for those whose lives conform to God‟s fondest dreams for 

them, and for those whose lives have become nightmares.  We witness love for all people, even those who are 

self-centered to the point that they become cruel and hateful.   

 

Even as we live in ways contradictory to our own and the world‟s well-being, a truth in action comes belying our 

rationalizations and excuses, showing us not only our human foibles, but also divine possibilities.  In the gloomy 

places of life, where fear and confusion fight to take over, light and life come through the Lord‟s word that comes 

into our midst.  Into the place of profane grumbling comes profound glory.   

 

Those of us who work with words know the limitations a human vocabulary can hold.  Pastors certainly realize 

that there are situations where words don‟t seem to fully convey the comfort and peace we long for the other to 

experience.  And yet, God‟s word that comes in the flesh helps us to understand that in addition to the Lord 

speaking, the Lord is saying, “I am here with you.”   

 

Fred Craddock, Jr. was a young preacher trying to find his voice when he received a call from his mother one day.  

“You need to go see your father,” she said. “He may not live much longer.”  Craddock went to the Memphis 



hospital bed of the man he was named after.  He had been whittled down to 73 pounds by cancer and radiation 

treatments that had burned him to pieces.  He couldn‟t eat or speak.   When he saw his son, he picked up a 

Kleenex box and scribbled on it a line from Shakespeare‟s “Hamlet”: “In this harsh world, draw your breath in 

pain to tell my story.”  “What is your story, Daddy?”  His father's eyes welled with tears.  He wrote: “I was 

wrong.” 

 

Craddock Sr. was a story teller extraordinaire.  He had thrilled his children with adventure stories about Chief 

Loud Thunder, Civil War battles and, on occasion, stories from the Bible.  Yet when the Great Depression tore 

into rural Tennessee, he drank to cushion the pain.  His drinking, though, only magnified his self-loathing.  His 

mood darkened.  The family lost their farm and had to move into a shack with a dirt floor and no electricity.  A 

spigot in the yard was the only running water.  Young Fred‟s mother, Ethel, held the family of seven together, 

working at a shoe factory by day, gathering her children around to play word games in the evening.  And faith 

held Ethel together.  She took her children to church, sang hymns at home accompanied by her harmonica, and 

welcomed down-on-their luck strangers who needed a hot meal or a place to stay.   

 

At first, Craddock‟s father shared the pews with his family.  But he stopped attending as his drinking grew worse.  

He‟d say, “Every time I go to church, they preach against the drunks like they can‟t go to heaven.”  The man‟s 

hostility toward the church deepened when they decided to come to him.  The church sent people to his home, 

hoping to draw him back to the pews.  He belittled them so much that Craddock's mother worried a fight would 

erupt.  “I know what the church wants,” he‟d say.  “Another name; another pledge.” 

 

The father never even came to hear his son preach, although he would sometimes accept praise for his son‟s 

decision to enter the ministry.  His father may not have acknowledged him, but the preacher, who grew to be a 

seminary homiletics professor, affirmed his father.  In the dedication in one of his books about preaching, he 

wrote: “To my mother, and in memory of my father: She taught me the Word.  He taught me the words.” 

 

Craddock‟s last visit with his father revealed to him the results of addiction.  His father never stopped drinking or 

smoking and at 63 was dying with throat cancer.  When the young man entered his father‟s hospital room, he 

noticed that it was filled with flowers and a stack of get-well cards 20 inches deep beside his bed.  Every card and 

every blossom came from the man‟s childhood church ninety miles away, the church his father had scorned.  His 

father confessed that he was wrong about the church and the people in the pews.  They didn‟t just want a name 

and a pledge.  They wanted him.3 

 

To a people wrong about many things, to some drunk with power, to others intoxicated with their own illusions, 

the word of the Lord in human flesh was sent in the person of Jesus.  The word came not just so we would come 

to know who God is.  The divine word as human came not to speak fancy words, not just to tell gripping stories, 

but to enter the human story, to transform the human story, because God wants us.4   

 
1 
Definition from dictionary.com. 

 
2 
“Something Rotten!” written by Karey Kirkpatrick and John O'Farrell. 

 
3 
Definition from dictionary.com. 

 
4
 Excerpted from “A Preaching „Genius‟ Faces His Toughest Convert,” found at 

http://www.cnn.com/2011/11/27/us/craddock-profile. 
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