Sermon for Christmas Eve  Year B

December 24, 2008

Texts:  Isaiah 9:2-7; Psalm 96; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-20
Do you know any young couples about to have their first baby?
Or do you remember that time just before your first child was born?

Think about that time,
Those last weeks before the first child

Makes his or her appearance.

This is usually a time of anticipation, of waiting,

Of expectation, of hope, and of uncertainty.

It is a kind of freeze-framed time,

When the expectant parents

Enjoy their last moments of peace, quiet,

And solo-couple time.

They know things are going to change,

But they don’t really know how they are going to change.

Many of the baby accoutrements have been acquired

Either through careful shopping,

Or from gifts chosen from on-line wish lists.

The gear is most likely stored in the room 

That will become the nursery.

The expectant Mom has folded and unfolded 

All the tiny clothes and blankets multiple times,

Trying to visualize the baby that will be enfolded in them.

She has wheeled the baby stroller around the room,

Imagining walks in the spring with the tiny infant.

The expectant Dad has tried on the backpack,
Imagining hikes,

Introducing his new little one to his love of the outdoors.

The expectant parents are in that glorious in between time,
A time of envisioning and imagining

And dreaming of what life with baby will be like.

They have not yet realized,
That their lives will never be the same again.

For instances, they will never again just stroll out the door.

Leaving the house for a trip to church or to the mall

Will mean more effort and more gear 

Than mounting a expeditionary climb of Mount McKinley.

In this in between time

The new parents have all their dreams

But they have not yet truly confronted 

The changes that a baby brings.

I can only wonder what happened to Mary and Joseph
In those last weeks of their in between time.

These special weeks before Jesus’ birth

Were interrupted by the need to get from Nazareth to Bethlehem

To comply with a request from the ruling power in Rome.

Instead of sitting home,

In the confinement of her house,

Being coddled and cared for by all her female relatives,

Mary was slogging her way along mountain roads.

Mary did not have the luxury of examining tiny clothes

Or dreaming about using all kinds of new baby gear.

Her baby was going to be born under adverse circumstances,
A resident of an occupied country.

But despite the duress she was under, she still had her dreams.

Like any expectant mother,

She wondered what the birth of her child would mean

And what changes he would bring to their lives.

As Mary and Joseph made that long laborious trip to Bethlehem,

Maybe they shared their dreams for this child, 
Or talked about the encounters

Each of them had had with an angel.
Maybe Mary filled Joseph in on her visit to Elizabeth

And Elizabeth’s prophecies about their new son.
Maybe Joseph talked about his hopes

That this son would share his carpentry shop

And carry on the family business.

In this expectant time,
They had their hopes and dreams, 

And like any parents-to-be,

They could not possibly predict

The change this baby would bring.

As they trudged toward Bethlehem.
They were merely looking forward

To a safe, warm place to rest 
And to prepare for the baby’s arrival.

For Mary, the word from the innkeeper

That there was no room for them,

Stripped her of all hope for a decent birthing place. 

Her only alternative to staying outside on the street,
Exposed to the cold and wind,

Was to occupy a rude stable 

Usually used by animals.  

Luke’s Gospel doesn’t tell us if the innkeeper scrambled around

Trying to clean it up,

And outfit it with some kind of bedding, 

Or if he just unceremoniously sent the poor country couple
Out to the wooden shelter.
As Mary approached the special time 

For the birth of her first born,

Her expectations for their first moments together
In a clean, quiet place had been dashed.

She had no way of knowing

That these were just the first expectations for this child
That would be shattered.

It is perhaps lucky for her

That should couldn’t see

Into Jesus’ adolescence and adulthood

To see how he would challenge
The political and religious powers of his time,

And the changes he would bring to his whole country.
Even if Mary absorbed the angel’s words,
When he said that she would give birth to the Son of God,
It is unlikely that she could have predicted

The practical implications of this. 
Even today, some 2000 years after the baby’s birth

We still have difficulty comprehending

What is means that Mary

Gave birth to the Son of God. 

The changes that Mary’s baby brought to the world

Are still in progress and incomplete.

And as we celebrate the birth of the baby

Born to Mary and Joseph

In the stable in Bethlehem,

We still yearn for peace on earth

And goodwill among all of God’s people,

And pray that the hungry will be fed

And the poor lifted up.

We still celebrate Christmas
With many expectations 

That have nothing to do with the Christ child in the manger,

And the hope that his birth brought to the world.

Yet there is something about the story of Jesus’ birth

In Luke’s Gospel

That keeps us coming back

To hear the words one more time.

The changes promised by the birth of this child

Were revealed to Mary and Joseph 
On that night in Bethlehem

By the most unlikely of Gospel messengers.

In the darkness of that night,

Shepherds appeared at the edge of the stable.

In Mary’s time,

Shepherds were the gypsies of the neighborhood.

They were scruffy, somewhat disreputable people,
Who lived outside the walls of the civilized city.

Perhaps Mary was scared when she saw them,

Perhaps she rushed to shelter and protect the baby.
But these shepherds came bearing Good News,

Yet one more message from the angels.

These shepherds came with the news

That the angels had revealed to them.
The Good News of Great Joy,

That a Savior, the Messiah, the One Anointed by the Lord,

Had been born in Bethlehem

And was lying in a manger.  
Mary did not just hear these words about her son,
And the changes he would bring into the world,

She treasured the words and pondered them in her heart.

As she pondered these words,

Perhaps Mary sat in that stable,

Cuddling her newborn,
And wondering what the words meant for her baby’s future,
For her country, and the world beyond her community.
Every baby, particularly a first born,

Brings change into the family into which it is born.

Some babies bring much more profound change,

That extends beyond their immediate family.

Some bring change so profound 

That it cannot be absorbed with the head

But must be felt in the heart. 
Mary’s baby brought that kind of change,
A change that must be felt by each one of us in our hearts. 

Mary could not yet fully comprehend it,

But the baby she delivered,
Had been sent to deliver her, her neighbors and you, too.

We keep coming back to hear this story one more time,

Because we desperately need those words from the Shepherds.

We need to the hear the words, 

Unto YOU is born this day in the city of David

A Savior, who is Christ the Lord.
We, who wait in darkness,

Need to see the great light,

To hear the personalization of the message,
That for you a Savior is born.
We need to feel in our own hearts,

The impact of these words in our lives.

Like Mary, you must ponder these words 

From the shepherds in your heart.

Tonight you came into this church

With all sorts of expectations about Christmas.

You know what makes this celebration

Of Christ’s birth special for you.

Maybe it is the candlelit church,

Or the special music and Christmas carols,

Maybe it is the gathering of friends and family,

Maybe it is the excitement of the children in the family,

Maybe it is the special traditions

Handed down from generation to generation. 

Yet, underneath all the carols, the family gatherings, and traditions,
Is the light shining in the darkness,

Combined with the words of the Shepherds:
“For unto you is born this day in the city of David,

A Savior, who is Christ the Lord,”

And finally the treasuring and the pondering of those words

From the Shepherds in your heart.

Tonight you sit with Mary on the floor of that rough stable,

Looking with wonder at the babe,
Who will change not just the lives of his family,
But the lives of all people for all time.
This baby, wrapped in bands of cloth,
Will free you from the bonds of sin and death. 

This baby is the one promised by God,
And predicted by the prophets.

This baby was sent so that you may see God face to face.

Joy to the World.

The Lord is Come!

Amen
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