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Luke 2:1-20

Good and gracious God, on this holy night you gave us your Son, the Lord of the universe, wrapped in swaddling clothes, the Savior of all, lying in a manger.  On this holy night draw us into the mystery of your live.  Join our voices with the heavenly host that we may sing your glory on high.  Give us a place among the shepherds that we may find the one for who we have waited, Jesus Christ, the Messiah and Lord, Amen.
“A Christmas Eve Sermon”

It is wonderful to have you all here tonight and I want to thank you for coming.  I cannot imagine a better place to be this evening than here, with all of you, singing the carols, hearing the story, and lighting our candles.  

There are many people who work very hard to make this service special.  Among them is Mary Sinclair, our Music Director and the choir.  Many of the choir members go out of there way to be here this evening.  I’m thankful Scott Theriac, our trumpeter, is back this year.  It’s hard to get a good musician on Christmas Eve; and most of them play at multiple services at multiple churches.  Tola, our sexton, works extra hours to make sure the place is clean for all of us.  And Suzanne Mayes, our secretary, puts in many, many extra hours at this time of the year to make sure everything goes according to plan and is just right.  Preparing extra bulletins, stuffing candles into paper rings, and watering poinsettias (among other things) don’t just magically happen.  For selfish reasons, I was hoping for snow.  But I know the support staff is thankful we don’t have any, because dealing with it adds to their “to do” list.  Getting ready for Christmas is a big enough task without having to deal with shoveling and plowing.
In many respects what we do here to get ready for Christmas is really no different than what all of us do at home to get ready for Christmas.  Wrapping presents, getting ready for houseguests, preparing a special meal, all of these things take extra time and effort.  My guess is for most of us it’s a labor of love, even if it doesn’t seem that way when you’re stuck in a long line at the grocery store or Target.

But if you’re not quite ready for Christmas, fear not, as the angels like to say.  FedEx will deliver a package tomorrow just like Santa does, if you’re willing to pay.  And Walgreens is open 24 hours.  One year I sent my husband Terry to Walgreens at 11:00 on Christmas Eve for batteries, and he reported back that it was a very busy place and the batteries were way overpriced.  So, fear not fellow procrastinators or forgetful planners, there’s help for you.  
Walgreens may not be the ideal place to spend some time on Christmas Eve, but neither was a manger in the little town of Bethlehem.  “In those days,” Luke begins his story “a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.”
I love that Luke begins his story of Christ’s birth in such an earthy, real way because then we can relate to it.  Granted, none of us have ever had to travel by donkey and given birth in a stable, but most of us have done enough traveling and gotten stuck in enough airports that we can relate to Mary and Joseph’s long, tiring journey.  Waiting in long lines at airport security checkpoints manned by dour looking federal employees is the modern equivalent of what Mary and Joseph endured.  I can imagine the scene: Mary is prying her shoes off her swollen, pregnant feet to accommodate the metal detector, and Joseph is behind her discarding all the liquids over 3 ounces.  Their slowness is holding up the line, which causes the people behind them to complain.  When they finally arrive at their gate they learn that all the flights have been cancelled due to bad weather, and when they try to find a hotel room they learn that they’re all sold out, so they’ll have to spend the night on the airport floor.
We all know what happens next, of course, Mary gives birth in less than ideal conditions.  This is not how God is supposed to enter the world.  

Some people may ask, “Why in the world (then) would God do such a thing?  Why would God come into human history in this way?” Well, God had already tried floods, manna, prophets, and famines, (just to name a few), but no one paid attention to those things.  So God decided to come in a way that would grab people’s attention, and not much grabs people’s attentions more than a newborn baby. When God wanted to tell the world, and you, how dearly and unconditionally you are loved, God did it in a way that would get our attention-through the birth of a vulnerable baby.  
In this beautiful story, God shows us that out of an impossible situation, something wonderful can happen.  That no matter how dire a situation may be, God will come for you because God loves you.
The writer Anne Lamott (one of my favorite authors) tells a story of taking a vacation to Lake Tahoe with her two year-old son, Sam. This area near Reno is a hotbed of gambling, which means that all the rooms in hotels or condos have curtains so heavy and thick that the rooms can be as dark as night even in the middle of the day. This is supposed to encourage tourists to stay up all night gambling and spending money, and then sleep all day.

One afternoon, she put Sam down for a nap in his crib, closed the curtains, and went into the other room to work, pulling the door shut behind her. A few minutes later, she heard Sam calling to her. Sam had climbed out of his crib and gotten to the door. But when he grasped the handle, he pushed down the button and locked the door by accident. Try as she might, Anne could not get him to unlock the door. When it became clear that his mother couldn’t open the door, Sam cried and screamed while his mother, in a panic, called the rental agency for the condo and left a message.  She then called the building manager and left another message.  

After numerous calls and messages left, it became clear that no one was going to return a call anytime soon.  Not knowing what else to do, she lay down next to the door, reached her fingers in the small space underneath it and told Sam to reach down and find her fingers in the dark. He did. And as the reality of his mother’s love and presence sunk in, Sam gradually calmed down. Mother and son stayed like that for a long time, lying on the floor side by side, taking comfort in the touch of their fingers, despite the locked door between them.
At Christmas, God comes to us and reaches out for us, touching our hands in the darkness, showing us once again that Christ’s love can break through anything, even a locked door. And that truly, just as the angels say, there is no reason to be afraid.
You know, I’d never realized it before, but those are the first words spoken after Mary gives birth-the angels telling us not to be afraid.  “Do not be afraid, for see-I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people.”  
In those days, Luke begins his story, when the emperor reigned and all the world had to be registered, there was reason to be afraid.  But not now, the angel says, for to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.  “And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”
I want to close with a lovely story I heard once about something that happened during the Christmas Eve Pageant at New York’s Riverside Church. The pageant had come to the point at which the innkeeper is supposed to turn away Mary and Joseph with the resounding line, "There’s no room in the inn."

We’ve all imagined that moment when he turns Mary and Joseph away and they turn around and trudge off into the darkness. The part of the innkeeper was perfect and it was a perfect single line for Tim, a young man in the congregation who has Down Syndrome. Tim had practiced his line over and over with his parents and the pageant director until he had it.

The big moment arrived. There he was, standing in the front of the church as Mary and Joseph slowly made their way down the center aisle. They approached, knocked on the door, and said their lines. Tim’s parents, the director, the whole audience leaned forward almost willing him to remember his line.

"There’s no room in the inn" Tim boomed out, perfectly.

But then, as Mary and Joseph turned on cue to travel further, Tim suddenly yelled, "Wait!" They turned back, startled, and looked at him in surprise.

"You can stay at my house," he called. (See Marian Wright Edelman, Still No Room In the Inn.)

My Christmas wish for all of you is this: as you listen to the story and sing the carols, as you go through the rest of your evening and tomorrow’s festivities, and even as the days wane on and Christmas seems like a distant memory, that you will remember what the angel said: “Do not be afraid.  God is here.  God has come to bring you great joy, because God loves you. So welcome him into your house, into your home, and into your heart.
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