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Christmas Eve

Luke 2:1-20

Most Loving God, just like you came for the shepherds all those years ago, years too numerous to count, you come for us.  You come to us in the least likely places and the most unexpected times.  Thank you for coming to us and for sharing you gift of Love with us.  May it inspire us not only this night, but every night.  Amen.

This year my four children shared a very unique Advent calendar.  Twenty four little boxes that resembled small Chinese takeout containers hung in our dining room window, and every morning the kids opened one of the boxes.   Most days it was filled with small candies, but some days it had a note from me that suggested something we could do together that day.

But, one day I decided I would put a different sort of note in the box. (Try to teach them what Christmas is really about.) This is what the note said:  (Insert note).

Well, as you can imagine that note went over like a lead balloon.  My 10 year old came upstairs and promptly told me, “I don’t think they’re too happy about that note!”  
Undeterred, I followed through on my promise and asked them if they had thought about what I wrote.  “Uh huh,” Julia said.  (She’s 7.)  “Christmas isn’t about getting presents, it’s about spending time with our family.”   That’s a good answer for a 7 year old, don’t you think?  I was proud of her.  I asked her “Did you learn that in Sunday School?”  No, she said.  I learned it from Drake and Josh on TV!
I’m glad you’ve decided to come here tonight to learn something about the Christmas story instead of turning your televisions to Nickelodeon, because there’s a little more to the Christmas story than what Nickelodeon teaches.  And, I can’t think of a better place to be than here, with all of you, singing the carols, hearing the story, and lighting our candles.   I know there are many demands placed on you on such a busy evening, so thank you for taking the time to be here.

Frederick Buechner, a wonderful writer and preacher, says that in some way the whole world stops this evening to listen, one more time, to an old story everyone knows so well. Church members, nonmembers, believers, nonbelievers, the faithful, the skeptics: everyone stops on Christmas Eve, and the world listens to a story.

And what a story it is!  It’s the most miraculous but mind-boggling story, which is probably the reason why we love it so much.

Just think about, we have a young girl-probably in her mid-teens, a virgin, who is visited by an angel who tells her she will give birth to a king, “the Son of God,” the angel says, “and of his kingdom there will be no end.”  Is it any wonder Mary replies to the angel, “How can this be?”

And yet, happen it does-but not the way we would imagine it.  The birth takes place in a manger, because there is no room at the inn. The only witnesses are the animals in whose feeding trough the infant is laid, and a small band of shepherds from the nearby hills also come to watch. And there is only a bed of straw and a swaddling cloth for the baby Jesus. 

By all accounts it’s a story that should not even have been noticed, let alone told again and again across thousands of years.  After all, countless young, poor women gave birth that night, and we don’t remember any of them.  I suspect that in many ways we’ve forgotten just how outlandish, and even audacious, the story truly is. 
But the Herdmann kids, the stars of the book “The Best Christmas Pageant Ever”, haven’t forgotten how audacious and outlandish the story is.  The Herdmans are the worst kids in the history of the world-they lie, steal, smoke cigars, swear and hit little kids-and they hijack the annual Christmas pageant.  
The Herdmans had never heard the Christmas story before, so the director decides to read it to them, straight out of the Bible . . . and they are mesmerized.

The director begins reading it, “Joseph and Mary, his espoused wife, being great with child . . .”

“Pregnant!” yelled Ralph Herdman.

Well, that stirred things up. All the big kids began to giggle and all the little kids wanted to know what was so funny.

“I don’t think it’s very nice to say Mary was pregnant,” a girl named Alice said.
“I’m not supposed to talk about people being pregnant.  I’d better tell my mother.”

“Tell her what?”

“That your mother is talking about things like that in church.”

And Alice did go and tell her mother, who told the reverend, who told the director that the whole church is in an uproar because rumor has it all the Herdmans want to talk about is sex and underwear, which is too polite to discuss in church.  The reverend wonders if they should cancel the pageant.  But they don’t, the show goes on, and for the 1st time in her life, the narrator finally understands what the whole Christmas story is about, thanks to the Herdmans interpretation of Joseph, Mary, the angel, shepherds and wise men.  
“When Imogene Herdman asked me what the pageant was about,” the narrator writes, “I told her it was about Jesus.  But that’s just a part of it.  It’s about a new baby, and his mother and father who were in a lot of trouble-no money, no place to go, no doctor, and nobody they knew.”

Which is true, of course.  I think we forget all of that.  I think we’ve managed to sentimentalize the story so much, that we’ve forgotten that God came into human history completely helpless, as a newborn, and was laid in a feeding trough.  God could have come in splendor, but instead God slipped unobtrusively into a small province far from the seat of earthly power, born to a young couple. God was born on the road, and those who came to visit were shepherds, not kings.  And no elaborate preparations were made for the birth.

Some people may ask why God would choose to come in such a manner.  And the only answer there is to that question is love, of course.  The story makes the outlandish claim that God came to live among us and like us for the simple reason that God loves us.  
The outlandish and audacious claim of the Christmas story is that you don’t need to go searching for God because God has already come for you-in the good, the bad, the ordinary, the extraordinary, the light and the dark, God has come for you, because God loves you.

The story makes the outlandish and audacious claim that in the face of devastation there is reason to hope; that in the face of misery there is triumph, and in the face of hatred one can find love.  That indeed, there really is no reason to fear, just like the angel said to Mary, because nothing is impossible with God. 

Tonight we’ll light our little candles with millions of other people around the world-a symbol of hope and love in the darkest season, a sign that Christ’s love can break through anything and has come for you.  

In 2009, on the anniversary of the 9/11 attack, NPR did a special on a retired New York City firefighter, John Vigiano, who lost two sons on 9/11: John Jr., also a firefighter, and his younger brother Joe, a police officer. Both died in the World Trade Center. John was close to both of his sons, talked to each of them every day. He recalled how around 3:30 on September 10 he talked to John Jr. They ended the call by saying, “I love you.”

The next morning Joe called him and told him the earliest details of the attacks. That call also ended with “I love you.”

John Vigiano told NPR, “We had the boys, John for thirty-six years, Joe for thirty-four. I don’t have any could’ves, should’ves, or would’ves. I wouldn’t change anything. It’s not many people that the last words they said to their son or daughter was ‘I love you.’” (NPR StoryCorps 11 September 2009).

That’s what happens at Christmas. God says, “I love you” to the world, to all the children, all the people, to you and me.
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 that God comes to us because God loves you. So welcome God into your house, into your home, and into your heart.  And, share God’s love with other people and with the world.  The world needs God’s love, God’s beautiful, inclusive, far-reaching, audacious, and outlandish love.

Amen.

Great Prayer of Thanksgiving
Gracious and Loving God, This is the night your heart bursts open with Joy,
this is the evening Grace pours out of heaven,
this is the moment when you come
to make all things new.

You shaped light out of the shadows of chaos,
and molded your children from the earth,
looking in the mirror as you formed us,
breathing your Spirit into our empty lungs.

Made for life with you
in the Garden you designed for us,
we ran away into the wilds of the world,
believing we were wiser than you,
and that we could make our own way.
Yet your love never failed us,
your compassion was never taken from us,
and you would not abandon us in our foolishness.

You brought us out of slavery
into that land of promise and hope.
You sent your prophets to speak to us
of your disappointment in us,
and to remind us of your dreams for us.
Your love for us was so passionate,
that you sent your only Son
to become one of us
that we might be one with you again.

So on this night when heaven reaches down to us,
we join the angel choirs who sang your glory,
and with your people in every time and place,
caroling the good news which is ours:

Gloria! Gloria! In excelsis deo!
Blessed is the One born to us this night.

Holiness is who you are, God of Christmas,
and blessings come in Jesus Christ, your Child of Grace.
Finding no warm welcome at his birth,
he knew the cold shoulder of friends at his death;
born in the rude confines of a barn,
he knew the suffering of your children;
sent to be your Word made flesh,
he calls us to follow him into your Kingdom;
proclaimed by the prophet as our Prince of Peace,
he died in the quagmire of human violence.
By his death and resurrection,
you have given new life to all creation.

Pour out your Spirit upon us,
and on the gifts you have given us.
As your joy flows into us,
may we become a river
carrying your justice to the poor;
as your hope sings in our hearts,
may we carry your righteousness to all who suffer.
And as we taste the promise
of the feast you prepare for us in your kingdom,
may we live for you and serve your children,
as we have been served by the Child of Christmas,
Jesus Christ, our blessed Savior, who taught us how to pray together saying . . .

Closing Prayer

Gracious and loving God, let this night contain the kind of memory that lasts.  Candlelight, greens, mangers far away-let each remind us of you as the year progresses.  Let each straw in the manger represent a holy respect for you, born by millions around the world this sacred night.  Blend our hearts with those everywhere who rejoice in your time and your coming into our time.  In your holy Child’s name we pray.  Amen

Prayer for Illumination

Great God, as you came at night when all was still, so enter our lives this night.  Illumine our paths with the light of Christ’s presence, that we may clearly see the way before us, the truth to speak, and the life to live for him.  In Christ’s name we pray, Amen.

Isaiah 9:2-7  page 638
2The people who walked in darkness 

have seen a great light;

those who lived in a land of deep darkness —

on them light has shined.

3You have multiplied the nation, 

you have increased its joy;

they rejoice before you

as with joy at the harvest,

as people exult when dividing plunder.

4For the yoke of their burden, 

and the bar across their shoulders,

the rod of their oppressor,

you have broken as on the day of Midian.

5For all the boots of the tramping warriors 

and all the garments rolled in blood

shall be burned as fuel for the fire.

6For a child has been born for us, 

a son given to us;

authority rests upon his shoulders;

and he is named

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

7His authority shall grow continually, 

and there shall be endless peace

for the throne of David and his kingdom.

He will establish and uphold it

with justice and with righteousness

from this time onward and forevermore.

The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.

This is the Word of the Lord.

Luke 2:1-14 (15-20)  page 58

1In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. 2This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3All went to their own towns to be registered. 4Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. 5He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. 6While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 7And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 

8In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 9Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for see — I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 11to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger." 13And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 

14"Glory to God in the highest heaven,

and on earth peace among those whom he favors!" 

15When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us." 16So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. 17When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; 18and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. 20The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.

