
CHRISTMAS RESPONSES 
 

Luke 2:21-40 
 

 The coming of Christmas may have seemed a whirlwind last week.  

After lighting the fourth Advent candle in the morning, it was but a few 

hours until the Christ candle was illuminated in the evening.  A few more 

hours of early morning family time around tree and Christmas was over, too 

rapidly for some.  It may already seem a distant memory as we charge on to 

New Year’s today and tomorrow. 

 One Christmas response might be a sense of relief that all the 

preparation and planning are now over and relaxation is a possibility.  

Another might have been to take up Boxing Day on the following morning, 

boxing up those gifts that didn’t fit either body or expectation.  We would 

want to remember that Boxing Day had more generous tradition in that 

household would present gifts to their servants and workers on the day 

following Christmas as a way to share the joy of the season.  A further 

Christmas response might be one of delight in the growth of spending during 

the season, up nearly 5% from the year previous.   

 Still another might be the ending of the greeting “Merry Christmas” 

which has become heavily freighted with political meaning in a land where 

other celebrations abound.  Some are glad to be able to wish another a 

“Merry Christmas” even though that neighbor might have Channukah 

candles in the window.  The tiff about the use of this traditional greeting 

found review in the editorial pages, a sure sign of its importance to those 

who would wish to stubbornly cling to this traditional greeting as one way to 

emphasize the importance of traditional, even evangelical Christianity as the 

religious center of this nation.  One writer pointed out that there is a longer 

history in wishing people “Happy Holiday” as a way of remembering that 

Christmas is to be a “holy day” complete with attention being given over to 

praise of God for the gift of the child of Bethlehem.   

 The same commentator reminds readers that there has always been a 

roguish quality to the greeting of “Merry Christmas” expressed most fully in 

the seasonal song “We Wish You Merry Christmas”.  The chorus of this 

ditty settles fully on the idea of wishing all such a Christmas and further, a 

Happy New Year.  The verses unfold the intention of the well-wishers as 

they command that a figgy pudding be brought forth from the house where 

the crowd has come and further, that the crowd will not “go until we get 

some, so bring some right here.”   Few of us might enjoy such a pudding but 

the insistence that the householder do as commanded is clear. 
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 Indeed, there is as great a variety of Christmas responses as there are 

people who make them.  Luke recalls the actions of Mary and Joseph after 

the shepherds have returned to their fields praising God and testifying to all 

that they had seen on that night there in the fields around Bethlehem and in 

the manger itself. As would be the case for many young parents, ritual would 

intrude into the celebration of birth.  Following the long-standing pattern of 

redeeming the first-born son from service to the religious community, 

Joseph and Mary and the child made their way to Jerusalem to offer a 

sacrifice.  Poor that they were, the gift would not be spectacular, but it would 

be enough to free the couple to continue to raise Jesus in their home.   

Additionally and first,  Mary brought forth a common turtle dove to sacrifice 

her way back into the good graces of the community expressed often 

through they concern about purity.  Birth is a messy business and something 

must be given to recover a place in the village. 

 The whole event might have been quite ordinary were it not for two 

people who haunted the Temple environs, waiting.  Simeon and Anna has 

frequented the Temple, sometimes for years, hoping to encounter someone 

who would present the salvation of Israel to all the people.  Both saw in 

Jesus, this promise of God fulfilled and responded with hymns of praise.  

For them, their long wait had come to an end and peace was not possible for 

both.  The response of both of these aged, faithful people may suggest a way 

by which we might receive Christmas and rejoice in its meaning for us, for 

all people.     

 Today we are blessed with the leadership of several of our young 

people who have returned to warm California for a brief holiday.  As 

indicated earlier, we will be receiving a special offering to support the 

scholarship and loan programs of The United Methodist Church.  John 

Wesley’s academic influence, he being a teacher at Oxford, was taken up by 

those who peopled the Methodist movement.  Many recognized the value of 

education, both public and private, and for a part of its history, Methodists, 

along with other churches, invested in institutions that would serve young 

people seeking to develop their skills and abilities in order to serve in the 

world.  More prevalent in the eastern geography of this nation, the crusade to 

form colleges and then universities was taken over by land-grant programs 

and state leadership.  There are very few universities that continue to claim a 

connection to the church here in the west.  University of the Pacific in 

Stockton and Willamette University in Salem, Oregon are buy two of a few 

along the coast that still represent that church’s interest in educating.  Most 

of us know that even more widely-known USC was begun by Methodists in  
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the west who fostered the football team name “The Fighting Methodists” 

before ‘trojans’ became more popular and more secular.  The history of the 

church and USC has not always been a smooth one but we can rejoice in all 

that USC now does to education students from throughout the world.  

 One of the “children” of the congregation, one who is a parent two 

teens herself, might represent an appropriate Christmas response this 

morning.  Jennifer Berentsen grew up in this church and was blessed by a 

number of people who assisted her in discerning a call to ordained ministry.  

She now serves as the lead pastor at Avery United Methodist Church in 

Morgantown, West Virginia.   

 About  year ago, the congregation listened to a speaker from a small 

high school located in Bungoma, Kenya.  Education is not always easy to 

experience in a country where schooling requires payments.  The Living 

Hope High School serves about 40 youth from the area and the speaker was 

enthusiastic about the mission’s future.  Later and privately, the woman 

shared with the pastor that one of the difficulties arises when the river flows 

during the rainy season, cutting off the village from both school and market.  

Over the years, many have attempted to cross the river at such times and 

some have drowned.  The speaker said simply, the people need a bridge. 

 There was one nearby, within hearing, who spoke up quickly.  

Identifying himself as a professor a civil engineering, he proclaimed that this 

project was just what he had been seeking.  For years, he thought of himself 

as being called into ministry but had a found it difficult to discern how such 

ministry might be expressed.  Along with students and faculty at the 

university, a plan was concocted.  Funds were raised to send a team to 

Kenya, a team that would include the pastor and her two teen children.  The 

group spent time training for conditions that would not be as they might be 

with a wealth of machinery.  They practiced sustaining a bucket brigade that 

would transport concrete from a mixing station to the places where it would 

needed.   

 And a few days before Christmas, they boarded a plane for Europe 

and then Africa and arrived, a little disappointed that all that had been 

supposed to have been completed was not.  The bucket brigade has been 

working and the foundations have been created for a foot and bicycle bridge.  

Kenyans have worked along side the team, outworking most.  Apparently, 

the work habits of the Americans were found to be entertaining to the 

Kenyans and the villagers encouraged the team to watch them work. 

Interaction is good because of the Kenyans ability to speak English and 

willingness to teach the visitors Kiswahili.   
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 Pastor Jenny writes:  “Because we started behind where we wanted to 

be, we are going to work on Christmas morning, then break for lunch, and 

then celebrate Christmas with the students from the high school.  In her 

facebook posting, she asks, please thank the congregation for all of the gifts 

they supplied.  Here’s a God thing, she comments:  We were told there 

would be ten students here before Christmas and ten after, so we asked that 

30 gifts be purchased in case there were extra students around.. Turns out 

there are 39 people here for Christmas.  Several people at [church] bought 

extra scarves and t-shirts, and guess how many we have in total?  Yep, 39.  

We are grateful that we will have a gift for every student. 

In closing out the posting, Pastor Jenny writes: The folks here are so 

amazing, so grateful, and have heartbreaking stories.  God moves here in 

powerful ways, and while they think we are bringing a blessing, we are the 

ones being blessed. 

Does God expect that responses to the birth of this child are not bound 

up in any gift but in people offering themselves to others across the world in 

the manner of the Christ, the promised one?  Though the day of celebration 

has passed, the life of service in the name of Jesus may have only begun.   

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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