
 
 

  
 The second chapter of Luke contains the well-known story of the birth of Jesus. 
It’s a long story. It’s an old story. You already know how it ends.1  
 
 How do you tell, once again, such a well-worn story, a story that we all know how 
it ends? I think this is something like my thirty-third year to preach this text from Luke 
on Christmas Eve. I ask my friends and colleagues how I can juice it up, make it 
interesting, make it pop, so it is memorable. I’ve known preachers who sang the sermon 
on Christmas Eve (not going to happen). I’ve known still others who preach in costume 
and in character – Joseph or Mary or a shepherd. I know of a pastor who once preached 
on Christmas Eve dressed as Santa Claus. I wonder what the children thought. Shouldn’t 
Santa be busy right now? 
 
 It is a long story, an old story, and you know how it ends. Maybe that’s why 
there’s a church in Houston, Texas that has an elephant – a live elephant – that is part of 
its Christmas pageant each year. The elephant deposits a wise man on the ground and 
then goes off stage right where a semi-truck is waiting to carry her home. Her name is 
Page.  
 

In years past, Page also appeared in a pageant produced by another large church in 
town, but this year both events were planned for the same weekend. So, instead of Page, 
the other church’s production will feature a caged lion, a caged monkey, and a zebra. I 
wonder how nervous those sheep were, staring across the stage at the lion?  
 
 Mary and Joseph make their way to Bethlehem in the middle of an old story. You 
know how the story goes – some king, some emperor or other decides to arbitrarily 
conduct a census, forcing people to go to their home towns to be registered. Those with 
some means can make the journey, inconvenienced to be sure, but not devastated. But 
                                                           
1 I heard the phrase, “It’s a long story, it’s an old story, and you already know how it ends,” in a sermon preached by 
Thomas G. Long at Idlewild Presbyterian Church entitled “Just…In Time” on John 11:1-21 in 2005, and provided the 
inspiration for me to adapt it to this long, old story as well. I am grateful to him for the insight. 
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folks like Joseph and his pregnant fiancé? They have to make the arduous journey at a 
heavy cost, all to satisfy the whims of power. Even though historians and archeologists 
have never found evidence of a census at this time in history, the history books are 
littered with similar censuses and its devastating effects on the most vulnerable. It’s a 
long story, and Joseph knows how it ends. 
 
  Mary is forced by circumstances beyond her control to give birth in less than ideal 
circumstances – our romanticized greeting-card depictions notwithstanding. What a 
frightening ordeal it must have been to make the journey and to go into labor in a stable 
in a time when so many babies died in childbirth. Mary must have personally known of 
women in her own community who saw their newborns die or who themselves died 
giving birth, especially women like her, with little help, little means, and, now, little 
shelter. It’s an old story, and Mary knows how it ends. 
 
 Tonight, if you listen to the news, in addition to N.O.R.A.D. tracking Santa’s 
movements, you will hear other stories – the impeachment debate, war in Syria and 
Afghanistan, shootings and violence near and far, growing divide between the wealthy 
and the poor, climate change – and as much as we would like them to be anomalies, 
without precedent, we know they are long stories, old stories, and we know how they 
end. 
 
 In Bethlehem with pregnant Mary and pacing Joseph out in the stable; in the 
corridors of power in Rome and Jerusalem and Washington; in broken families, hospital 
rooms, and gravesides; it is a long story, it is an old story, and we already know how it 
ends. 
 
 But out in the fields, away from the center, wandering among the shepherds and 
the sheep on a sleepy, predictable night, something stirs, and the skies split open with 
good news of great joy for all people. A Word comes from outside the same old words, 
confronting and entrusting these powerless shepherds with newness, and sending them 
toward Bethlehem daring to dream of a different ending from any they had imagined. 
  
 The good news of Jesus’ birth does not ring in the throne rooms of Caesar, does 
not echo in the sanctuaries of the Temple, but instead travels through the back door of 
history on a hillside and in a manger. 
 
 I know – I really do know – that all of this sounds a little unbelievable. How is it 
that in the middle of these long, old, stories a new story comes to shepherds out in the 
field and changes everything? 
 



 Wendell Berry, in one of his Sabbath poems, writes: 
 
 Remembering that it happened once, 
 We cannot turn away the thought…that we 
 Ourselves are living in the world 
 It happened in when it first happened. 
 
 We ourselves are living in the world where Joseph and Mary found no room in the 
inn, and still she bore the light of the world into the world in a manger, the hot breath of 
animals warming the night. 
 
 We ourselves are living in the world where shepherds entertained angels in the 
fields and bore witness to the light.  
 
 We ourselves are living in the world where angels brought good news of great joy. 
 
 And that’s why this Christmas story is believable, because the world that the 
angels came to and sang out glory is the world in which we are living now, the world that 
God loves now, the world in which God is coming in grace and light now.  
 
 And here we are. We could be standing in a field with sheep scattered around for 
all it matters this night, for we are the ones bearing the story, glorifying and praising God 
for all we have heard and seen. We bear witness to the light, we bear witness that the 
story does not end in cynicism and despair, that the last word does not belong to Caesar 
or Herod.  
 
 Essayist Brian Doyle, not long before his death from cancer, wrote, “We’re only 
here for a minute. We’re here for a little window. And to use that time to catch and share 
shards of light and laughter and grace seems to me the great story.”  
 
 I remember sitting about this time of year on a hillside in Lesvos, Greece, toward 
the end of our week there. We had spent the week watching for vulnerable rubber rafts, 
filled to overflowing with refugees coming across the little strip of Aegean Sea between 
Turkey and the island where we were. I was sitting with Jaida, one of the European 
young people who had been working there for months. As we looked out over the sea, 
she turned to me and said, “You know there are no other churches over here. I didn’t 
think Christians in America cared at all for this place.” I remembered from another 
conversation that she was an atheist, as I think all her co-workers were. She paused, and 
said, “Now I know that that’s not true, because you are here.”  
 



 She thought she knew how the story ended, but the presence of Christ-followers on 
that cold beach pulling out refugees, giving them hot tea and dry clothes and loving their 
babies, shining a light in what had been such darkness, had altered her perspective. We 
were there glorifying and praising God not only with our voices, but with our hands and 
hearts, and suddenly, for Jaida, it was believable that the story might end differently, 
might end in great joy.  
 
 Jan Richardson writes: 
 
 Blessed are you 
 who bear the light 
 in unbearable times, 
 who testify 
 to its endurance 
 amid the unendurable, 
 who bear witness 
 to its persistence 
 when everything seems 
 in shadow 
 and grief. 
 
 Blessed are you 
 in whom 
 the light lives, 
 in whom 
 the brightness blazes –  
 your heart 
 a chapel, 
 an altar where 
 in the deepest night 
 can be seen 
 the fire that 
 shines forth in you 
 in unaccountable faith, 
 in stubborn hope, 
 in love that illumines 
 every broken thing 
 it finds. 
  



 It seems to me we don’t need elephants or lions or zebras to tell this story. It 
doesn’t need to be dressed up in spectacle. All we need is to find our place in it, to be the 
shepherds out in whatever field God places us, bearing witness, in great joy, to what we 
have seen and heard. “It’s a long story, it’s an old story, and now we know how it 
ends…” Amen. 


