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“Unprecedented.” That’s a word we’ve heard quite a lot lately to 
describe what’s been going on this year. By all accounts, 2020 has been an 
unprecedented year. 

We Californians saw over 4 million acres of forest, grassland, and 
developed property go up in smoke in the largest fires California has ever seen. 
Four million acres is larger than the states of Delaware and Rhode Island 
combined. Unprecedented drought, high winds, and tinder dry conditions 
joined forces to create an inferno that would not stop before it had claimed the 
lives of 32 people and destroyed thousands of homes and businesses. 

We lived with orange skies and unbreathable air for weeks. The smoke 
from our fires even drifted across the continent and darkened the skies on the 
Atlantic coast. 

Worldwide, the Australian outback, the rain forests of Brazil, the 
grasslands of Argentina, and even the vast forests of Siberia went up in smoke in 
uncontrollable wildfires in this unprecedented year. In 2020, the world 
experienced the hottest summer ever recorded since we started keeping 
records in the 1830’s. 

In 2020, the government agency in charge of naming tropical storms and 
hurricanes in the Atlantic ran out of alphabetical names for major storms 
because there were so many of them in this unprecedented year. 

In sub-Sahara Africa, record rainfall and resultant flooding have 
devastated vast areas, washing away crops, farms, and businesses. This follows 
an historic plague of locusts that descended on the east Africa region this 
spring, the worst infestation in at least 70 years. 

This year, nearly 80 million people worldwide have left their homes 
because of natural disasters, war, famine, and political unrest. It’s estimated that 
nearly a fifth of these refugees are children and teenagers, homeless, without 
income, medical care, or a secure source of food, having left everything behind. 
Not since World War II have so many people been displaced. 

After a Black man named George Floyd died at the hands of police in 
Minneapolis, our nation erupted in sometimes violent demonstrations that 
demanded a reckoning on racial justice in America. It seems we were not the 
post-racial nation that we had hoped to be during President Obama’s 
administration. People in city after city worldwide joined in the protest, 
demanding justice for all people, regardless of the color of their skin. As a nation 
and as individuals, we were called to come to grips with racism in our culture.  

And, of course, on top of all this hardship, unrest, and disaster comes the 
world-wide pandemic of Covid-19. 
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 Day after day for the last eleven months, we’ve lived with the grim 
numbers of infections, hospitalizations, and deaths from this virus that just won’t 
quit. Praise God, we now have vaccines on the way, developed miraculously 
quickly, and they will help blunt the spread of this disease. But we know that we 
have many more months of hardship, sacrifice, and vigilance ahead of us. We 
must continue to take precautions, wear our masks, and keep our distance from 
each other. We are weary, weary to our very souls. In many ways we have 
become refugees in our own homes. Our familiar places – our churches, 
personal care salons, restaurants, and health clubs – have been closed by one 
shut-down order after another. Thousands of small businesses have been 
destroyed; their owners and employees are left destitute. Astonishingly, more 
Americans have died of Covid-19 this year than were killed in all of World War II. 
We ask ourselves how can this happen to us? What about our presumption of 
American exceptionalism?  

It’s been over a century since something this devastating and wide-
spread has come home to the United States. We long to relax with friends and 
family in the comfort of our homes, but are fearful of doing so. We pray for 
strength but worry about our weaknesses. 

Along with all this, it’s fair to say that the current presidential 
administration has been the most controversial in modern history. The political 
climate in Washington may be the most toxic climate there has ever been. Each 
party claims that its intentions are pure, while accusing the other party of 
advancing a totally evil agenda. Everything, including even the weather and the 
US Postal Service, has become politicized, and it would seem that a rational 
voice can never be heard above the noise. Instead of comfort, we are given 
chaos. 

The crazy and tragic weather, the unprecedented wild fire destruction, 
the displacement of tens of millions of people from their homes and ancestral 
lands, racial unrest, a Covid-19 plague of near Biblical proportions, and a 
fractious, dysfunctional government, have shaken us as a nation and as 
individuals within that nation. We have been bombarded with bad news on all 
sides for most of the year. By all accounts, this has been a very tough year. We 
could use some good news. 

Fortunately, the good news is here. For here we are, gathered together in 
our pandemic ways on this holy night, this Christmas Eve. We can shut out the 
cold, noisy world. Let it rattle the windows and rail at our back doors; we will not 
let it in. With only a short week left in this difficult year, Christmas Eve glows like 
a warm fire in a dark night, promising comfort, shelter, and assurance that 
everything is going to be ok. It has been a long and difficult slog through the 
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cold, dark, night, but now on Christmas Eve we have reached our little retreat, 
closed the door against the outside world, and now we can cozy up to the fire. 

For many of us, this Christmas Eve and tomorrow’s Christmas Day will be 
very much different from how we usually celebrate. We will Zoom with family 
and friends, we have kept Amazon busy with delivering our online purchases, 
and we will be careful to mix no more than two households for only a limited 
period of time, while wearing masks and keeping the doors and windows open 
to provide adequate ventilation. 

We may miss how it usually is. It may make us sad and despondent. But 
we won’t give up, will we? We still are drawn to the promise of the season, and 
the special magic of Christmas Eve. And in our efforts we may find 
unprecedented comfort on this unprecedented Christmas Eve. 

Because Christmas Eve is the time when we are shown the contrast 
between the world that is, and the world that could be. This is what the birth of 
the Christ Child is all about. Into the world that is – our world of famine, floods, 
fires, plague, and political upheaval – is born the world that could be, a world of 
love and comfort, in the person of a newborn baby: Jesus of Nazareth. 

This newborn is the symbol of hope and promise. Anything is possible, 
the whole world laid out before it. When we gaze into the eyes of the newborn, 
we see the future reflected back to us. We see that this world – the one that is – 
is only temporary and will be ancient history before this newborn is grown. 

A newborn is a bundle of responsibility. Helpless, it relies on us for its 
very life and sustenance. We can’t turn away for a moment. Every hour is 
precious. Every minute is critical. It’s a daunting prospect.  

But the good news is that God has trusted us mere mortals to be capable 
of raising the Christ Child. Into our perhaps unsteady hands is laid the future of 
time, the essence of hope. Somehow we will manage to bring this child to 
maturity, to nurture, shelter, and educate this child who holds all the promise of 
all tomorrows. God has faith in us to do the right thing. 

When California’s North Complex fire swept through the tiny town of 
Berry Creek, among the many homes it destroyed were the homes of six of the 
town’s seven volunteer firefighters, even as they were out on the fire line 
struggling to save the homes of their neighbors. Coming home after exhaustive 
days on the line, they found they had lost everything. Hearing this awful news, a 
man called Woody Faircloth started making phone calls and gathering 
resources. Within days he was able to deliver travel trailers to those firefighters 
who had lost their homes so they would have a place to live until they could 
begin to put their lives back together again. 
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Other groups of volunteers throughout the West joined together to 
rescue pets and farm animals and evacuate them to safe places until they could 
be united with their humans again. 

Automotive giant General Motors, led by employees who volunteered 
their time and talent, has produced and donated hundreds of thousands of 
personal protective equipment to healthcare workers across the country. 
Working on their own time, GM employees fashioned prototype masks, gowns, 
and face shields and took them to hospital workers for feedback. Once they 
refined their designs, General Motors went into full production, giving away all 
these masks, gowns, and face shields free of charge. 

A teenage boy came to his pastor with an idea of what he could do for 
the congregation during the pandemic. He started a volunteer shopping and 
delivery service for the house-bound members of his congregation. Demand for 
his services grew, and then many of his friends, though not members of his or 
any other church, joined him in his ministry because they felt the need to help 
out during these dark days of shut-downs and stay-at-home orders. 

Members of our own congregation here at Grace Church fabricated 
hundreds of home-made cloth face masks for front line and health care workers 
when face masks were in short supply and nearly impossible to find on the open 
market. 

Our local food bank and Meals on Wheels have seen demands for food 
and service rise exponentially to unprecedented levels this year during job 
losses caused by the pandemic. That’s the sad and bad news. The good news is 
that they have been able to meet this gigantic demand because of the 
unstinting and generous support of people like you and me in this community. 

These months have been full of stories like these, stories of kindness and 
compassion. Together, ordinary people have brought light to dark days, hope 
and rescue to lost causes. 
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On this Christmas Eve we count not our sorrows but our blessings. Not 
our losses but our opportunities. Throughout time, for thousands of generations, 
we humans have been threatened, battered, beleaguered, and deprived, but we 
have met the challenges and have risen above them. Into our nasty and 
dangerous world was born the tiny and helpless Christ Child, and we took him 
into our hearts. He has become a part of us, and accepting our obligation to 
care for this Child has changed us and made us a better people. On this 
Christmas Eve we celebrate that among evil there is goodness, among hardship 
is deliverance, and into the darkness always shines the light. As the hope of the 
Christ Child shines within us, may we always find a way to continue to do the 
right thing. 

Merry Christmas, and may God bless us all. 


