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Well, the decorations are all up! The poinsettia tree stands beautifully upon the altar. The hams, 

turkeys and roasts are in the refrigerator, ready to go into the oven tomorrow. The lights are 

glowing; they are almost as bright as the smiles on the faces of the children I have seen around 

here these past few weeks. Presents and food packages have been delivered to missions. Families 

and friends are gathered with us on this beautiful night. The church bells are ringing. The 

familiar carols, we’ve been singing! In the words of Meredith Willson, “It’s beginning to look a 

lot like Christmas,” Church! 

 

Is there anything we’ve forgotten? Is there anything missing? Where is the snow? In the old 

favorite White Christmas, well before the days of never-ending Hallmark movies, didn’t 

Rosemary Clooney sing out the famous line, “What is Christmas with no snow?” I get that there 

isn’t snow in the southern hemisphere and in tropical climates, but this is Michigan! Is it 

Christmas without snow? What about a little dusting? On the other hand, I’m sure that the 

Judean hillsides near Bethlehem were not blanketed in snow when the world experienced 

Christmas for the first time some two thousand years ago. 

 

Whether it is having the gifts all wrapped under the tree before we go to church or to bed later 

tonight, the reading of Luke’s gospel, or the singing of “Silent Night” with candles lit in this 

beautiful space as all the other lights are dimmed, we all have our ideas of what makes for the 

perfect Christmas Eve night. We approach this day with expectations for what we might hear in 

these holy hours once more in a story that is so familiar that we can almost recite it from 

memory. In our homes and even in the Church, our traditions draw us right into the season and 

towards this special night. 

 

At six years old, my wife, Dawn, spent one of her earliest Christmas seasons in Germany as her 

father was stationed on an Air Force base there. That year, her mother worked hard to blend 

some of their traditions from back home with those of children around her in Germany. Early in 

the month of December, all the children celebrate St. Nicholas Day. It’s a German tradition for 

the children to leave their shoes out for St. Nicholas to fill overnight. If they are good, the 

children get candy in their shoes. If they’ve misbehaved, however, they’ll find switches in the 

morning. It’s similar to our tradition of coal in the stocking. 
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As she was shopping that year, Dawn’s mom discovered some candy switches to put in 

everyone’s shoes. The idea looked playful and fun. When Dawn went to bed that night, her 

mother put the candy switches in the shoes that she had left out for St. Nicholas. When she 

awoke early the next morning, Dawn rushed to her shoes to see what had been left for her.  

Discovering the switches in her shoes, Dawn says that she began to sob. Candy or not, switches 

did not meet her expectations for St. Nicholas Day any more than I suspect candy coal would 

have delighted her on Christmas morning. 

 

What is it that we have come to expect at Christmas? 

 

In a sermon he preached to a German-speaking congregation on December 20, 1930 in Havana, 

Cuba, the great Lutheran theologian and pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer proclaimed: 

 

We all come with different personal feelings to the Christmas festival. One comes 

with pure joy as he looks forward to this day of rejoicing, of friendships renewed, 

and of love… Others look for a moment of peace under the Christmas tree, peace 

from the pressures of daily work… Others again approach Christmas with great 

apprehension. It will be no festival of joy to them. Personal sorrow is painful 

especially on this day for those whose loneliness is deepened at Christmastime…  

And despite it all, Christmas comes. Whether we wish it or not, whether we are 

sure or not, we must hear the words once again: Christ the Savior is here! The 

world that Christ comes to save is our fallen and lost world. None other. 

 

Ten years later, by Christmas in 1940, the Nazi regime would silence this dedicated pastor and 

forbid Bonhoeffer to preach publicly. They expected his compliance. 

  

As we bring our expectations with us at Christmas, we come to hear a story that is filled with 

expectations, as well. The Roman authority expected obedience. Mary and Joseph made the long 

trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem in order that they might be counted and taxed appropriately, 

even as Mary was expecting a child herself. When they found that the inn was full, I’m not sure 

that Mary expected to give birth in a cave, or a stable, or to lay her newborn in the very place 

where the animals came to feed. 

  

We can be certain that the shepherds were not expecting a visit from the angel choirs of heaven 

that night, either. Luke tells us that they “were terrified.” And rightfully so! If angels are coming 

and God is showing up, it’s not a good thing for shepherds. Their reputation is not so good. 

They’re the scoundrels, the liars, the thieves of their time. If the glory of the Lord is shining 

around them, they are sure to be melted away in their sin. If God has news for them, it couldn’t 

possibly be good news. Or could it? 

  

Quite unexpectedly, the angel proclaims, “I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the 

people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” Even 

the shepherds would never have guessed that they’d hear “good news” from God. Yet they not 

only hear it, but are sent to see for themselves what God is doing. 
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This isn’t the story they expected. God enters the world, but not with great power and military 

might. God does not choose to enter the world in the holiest of places to the people that we think 

are closest to God. Rather, God enters the world in the humility of a vulnerable baby, placed in a 

feeding trough, born to poor parents under the rule of an oppressive empire. This story does not 

meet our expectations for how God might enter the world. In many ways, God defies our 

expectations because God’s greatest desire is to be with us. God leaves everything else behind, to 

witness that love is about emptying oneself for the ones you love. This is the “good news of great 

joy” that we gather to celebrate on this sacred night. 

 

Three hundred years ago, in 1719, the great lyricist Isaac Watts wrote the words to what has been 

one of the most popular Christmas carols ever since. 

 

Joy to the world, the Lord is come! 

Let earth receive her King; 

Let every heart prepare him room, 

And heaven and nature sing, 

And heaven and nature sing, 

And heaven, and heaven, and nature sing! 

  

For three hundred years we have been proclaiming the joy of this night, found in God who comes 

among us in Jesus Christ. Isaac Watts’ story, however, was not filled with what may appear to be 

joy for us. Born into a nonconformist family, Isaac Watts was a Congregational preacher whose 

faith put him outside of the Anglican communion and caused him to be turned away from Oxford 

and Cambridge. By the grace of God, however, he experienced and shared a tremendous amount 

of joy. 

  

Could it be that joy is different from happiness? Last week at our Service of Hope I prayed with 

a member of our congregation whose husband passed away this past year. While she struggled to 

be happy, we remembered that joy is deeper than an emotion that comes and goes in a night. 

 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu in The Book of Joy, a book that includes conversations that he had 

with the Dalai Lama, says that “ultimately our greatest joy is when we seek to do good for 

others.” In other words, it is in giving ourselves for others that we discover joy. 

  

Dina Donahue in Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul tells the story of a time when she was 

asked to produce a Christmas pageant with the second grade class that she was teaching in 

London, Ontario. She had spent a lot of time thinking about who would play which parts. 

  

One of the boys in her class, however, was a little bit of a struggle for her to place. Ralph was a 

big boy at nine years old. He really belonged up a couple of grades. Ralph was a little clumsy, 

slow-moving, and slow to speak, as well. The smaller kids all liked him because he served as a 

protector for them. 

  

Ralph came up to Dina hoping to be a shepherd. Dina, however, had a better role for Ralph. She 

told him she wanted him to be the innkeeper. He was big and his size would help when he 
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refused lodging to Mary and Joseph. He also wouldn’t have too many lines to memorize. All he 

had to say was “The inn is full. There’s no room for you.” 

 

The night of the pageant came up and everything was perfect as Mary and Joseph approached the 

inn. Knocking on the door, they explained their predicament and that they needed a room. Ralph 

told them, “The inn is full.” 

  

Joseph persisted, “We’ve looked everywhere. We’ve traveled far and we are weary.” 

  

“There’s no room for you,” Ralph told them. 

  

“Please,” said Joseph, “This is Mary, my wife, and she is expecting a baby. We need a place to 

rest for the night. You must have something. She is so tired.” 

  

Ralph looked at Mary and there was a long pause. The audience became quite tense. From the 

side of the stage, his teacher coached him, “No, be gone.” But Ralph just stood there. Three 

times she reminded him of his line, getting louder each time, until Ralph suddenly blurted out, 

“NO! BE GONE!” 

  

With that, Joseph put his arm around Mary and started to walk away. Ralph, however, stayed 

right there with the door open. His face looked perplexed. His mouth was open and his eyes 

filled with tears. 

  

Before they knew it, the pageant took a turn from any you’ve ever seen before as Ralph called 

out, “Don’t go, Joseph. Please don’t go. Bring Mary back.” Stretching his arms out to them, 

Ralph, the innkeeper said, “You can have my room.” It was not what anyone had expected, but 

somehow the crowd heard the heart of the Christmas story in a way they had never heard it 

before because of Ralph. 

  

As we come together tonight, we gather amidst some of our most bitter divides as a people and 

as a nation. At times, we wonder whether we might be brought together again. In the past, we’ve 

counted on our leaders to bring us together, but today they drive us further apart. This is not the 

story that we had expected, had hope for, had dreamed for ourselves. Might the One who broke 

into our world some two thousand years ago be willing to do so again? Might we be able to 

experience joy again? Perhaps. Then again, perhaps God is bringing joy once more in the ways 

we least expect as we empty ourselves, vulnerable to one another. 

  

Howard Thurman, the American theologian and civil rights leader, said: 

 

When the song of the angels is still, when the star in the sky is gone, when the 

kings and princes are home, when the shepherds are back with their flock, the 

work of Christmas begins: to find the lost, to heal the broken, to feed the hungry, 

to release the prisoner, to rebuild the nations, to bring peace, to make music in the 

heart. 

 


