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CHRISTMAS EVE

COME, CHRISTMAS . . .

Come, Christ . . . 
Isaiah 9:2-7; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-20

Sweet little Jesus boy, born a long time ago.
Sweet little holy child.  And we didn't know who you was.1

This year, as much as, or maybe more than, any year, we need
Christmas.  When I say that, I know that part of me means those Christmases
I enjoyed as a child when school was out, presents magically appeared under
the tree, and everybody seemed happy and hopeful and carefree.  I am also
aware that I am thinking about those Christmases when, even though keenly
aware of the gravity of life, the hardships some people endure, and the
uncertainty that always persists, being with family and friends, singing beloved
carols, and hearing the story read again in this sanctuary brought hope.

This year, this year, I realize, more than at any time, we need
Christmas.  Not the hyped up commercialized buying spree that sets us all in
a frenzy before Halloween, though there is nothing wrong with giving gifts to
people you love.  Not the sentimentalized white Christmas when we sit
together in front of a fire and all conflicts suddenly melt away like
marshmallows in a cup of hot cocoa as we sing carols in perfect harmony,
though there is nothing wrong with warm fires, harmony, or cocoa.  We need
Christmas–the worship of Christ–the realization of who Jesus is.

Which one are you?  Which character in the drama of Jesus’ birth?  I
identify with the Innkeeper, lost in a million details, trying to get it all right and
keep it all afloat while missing the most important things altogether.  “Pray for
me,” he begs us when what he is really saying is, “Pray for yourself that you
don’t become like me and miss Jesus altogether.”

Then again, I resonate with the Wise Man who understood the politics
behind Herod’s false desire to meet the baby.  Herod, like most of us, kept an
eye out for any competition, anyone who might gain an advantage and push
him out of the way.  The Wise Man also saw something we never want to see
at the birth of a baby . . . and that is death.  It wasn’t the child’s eventual death

1Robert MacGimsey, “Sweet Little Jesus Boy,” Carl Fischer Music, 1934.



he saw, it was his own and ours unless we learn to die with Christ now so that
we live with Christ forever– a complicated and simple truth we all know.

The Shepherd–you can’t help but want to identify with the Shepherd. 
He is carefree in the midst of a menial and stressful job.  He is simple-minded
but about the deepest truths.  He is open to the wonders of every moment and
his only fear is that he might miss something wonderful if he shuts his eyes.

Then there is the Singer, begging for grace because, despite what we
do know, we don’t always truly know who Jesus is.  We need Christmas more
than ever because we need to find ourselves so that we can find Jesus.

On Monday evening, Deborah and I found ourselves on the side of a
dark road somewhere in the hinterlands of Nash County looking at two bright
but very distant dots of light in the night sky.  I suspect many of you also
looked at Saturn and Jupiter as they danced together millions of miles away. 
There was wonder at seeing this rare convergence of two celestial bodies. 
There was excitement knowing that our children were looking at the same
sight from different vantage points.  There was awe in considering that a
similar sight prompted magi to leave their home in Persia and follow this light
until they arrived in Bethlehem to find the baby Jesus.

As we got back in the car and drove on down the road, Deborah asked
that question that no man really ever wants to hear, “Do you know where we
are?”  Admittedly, I did not know exactly where we were, but I had a fairly
good idea.  I did know that I am familiar enough with the roads that we would
soon come to one I would recognize and we would be on our way home.

It occurred to me that night (as we “followed the star” to find a good
vantage point from which to view the sight) that stargazers always have to
keep following the light.  The light never really stops over one specific place
because stars, planets, and our earth are constantly in motion.  You have to
keep following the light wherever it leads you.  And you have to pay attention
to what you find along the way.

As we gazed at the bright light on Monday night shining so far through
space to thrill and intrigue us, we exchanged pictures with our children.  Our
picture was captured with the two planets just above a beautiful rose and
orange colored sunset.  Robert’s picture was of the light imbedded in a bluish
gray sky high above the trees surrounding his house.  And Catherine’s picture
showed the bright light hovering above the Statue of Liberty.  Each of us had
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followed that light to a different place, but the experience was equally thrilling
and gratifying.

We need Christmas now more than ever.  What we need is to look for
the light of Christ which is not ever a speck of light millions of miles away but
the illumination that comes whenever we recognize God in the world with us. 
It might be the realization that while details and tasks and keeping everything
going are important, the birth of hope should not be missed.  It might be the
awareness that truth is not always found in empty words but in the actions
that reflect God in the world.  It could be finding ourselves in the muck and
mess of life and discovering that there is joy nonetheless.  In these moments,
and the moment when we realize exactly who Jesus is, light abounds
because it glows from within us.

It has been a hard year full of anxiety and fear, of sickness and death,
of squabbling over masks and human dignity, fighting about rights and needs,
wanting to help our neighbor and wishing we had different neighbors, arguing
about what we believe and realizing we may not believe anything.  It has been
a hard year and we are all bruised and battered, wounded and hurting.  We
need Christmas.  We need Jesus.  Come, Christ, bring us Christmas.  Bring
us hope and love and joy and peace.  Bring us life.

The good news is that Christ has come and God has delivered
everything we need.  This Christmas, though we are in very unfamiliar
territory, we have enough history, we have enough experience, we have
enough insight, we have the gospel, the Good News of Jesus Christ, to
recognize the way home.  Let us not miss Christ this year.  Let us not miss
the opportunity to truly live because we are unwilling to die with Christ.  Let us
not get mired in the muck around us and lose the joy that is often to be found. 
Let us not pass through this Christmas and discover that we still don’t know
who Jesus is.  Come, Christ, bring us Christmas and with it light and love and
life.  Amen.
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December 24, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

You have shined the light of your presence upon us and illumined our
lives with the life of your Son, our Savior, O God.  We offer our praise and
thanksgiving for this liberating gift.  In the quiet of these moments we
contemplate again the mystery and miracle of his birth into our world.  Unlike
a tyrannical king, you did not send him to us on a wave of military might to
force us into frightened submission.  And unlike one insecure in his power,
you did not send him to us with rose-colored promises to tempt us into belief. 
Rather, like a concerned and understanding father, you sent him as one of us. 
In his face we have seen your face.  In his coming, we realize the love that
you have for us and the freedom that love offers to us.  No longer are we
confined by the shackles of ignorance and fear; no longer are we smothered
by the blankets of oppression and hatred, for in the birth of a child a Savior
was given to all humanity.  It is our prayer tonight that all who share this earth
will receive your gift with the same joy with which it was given.

We pray for our world and for our brothers and sisters who inhabit it. 
We pray that the good tidings proclaimed long ago to the poor, the
brokenhearted, those held captive, and those who mourn will be heard and
heeded by all who suffer in similar ways today.  We pray that the conflicts
which set at odds with one another will cease, not only for a few days of
tradition and festivity, but for all time.  We pray for all who are ill and otherwise
suffering because of the Coronavirus and thank you for vaccines and
treatments and dedicated healthcare workers.  And we pray that all who do
not know the peace that begins within and radiates outward will discover in
your Son the seeds of harmony which will sprout into kindness and flourish
into love.

At your table tonight, may we once again receive your grace and renew
our commitment to witness to your presence in our world.  May the Christ who
comes to us as a child be seen as a light that emanates from women and
men, boys and girls who partake of the feast of his life.  May that light brighten
the lives of all with whom we come into contact to the end that your presence
is made real in the lives of all of your children.  To that end we offer ourselves
– hearts minds, and hands – in the name of Jesus whose coming we
celebrate.  Amen.


