
Note: this document contains sermons for both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. 
 

Christmas Eve – December 24, 2016   The Story of Tonight: It Still Matters (Part I) 
Luke 2:1-14 

St. Giles Church, Northbrook IL – The Rev. Cynthia J. Hallas 

 

The beloved nativity story in the second chapter of Luke’s gospel has a prequel. The evangelist 

has already set up the principal characters – two unremarkable people - and their story in the first 

chapter of his gospel. Gabriel has visited a virgin named Mary, the fiancé of Joseph who, though 

a descendant of King David, is himself a simple laborer. The angel tells the very young woman 

that she will be “over-shadowed” by the Holy Spirit and subsequently give birth to - the Son of 

God, a situation that she willingly accepts. This is the back story we need if we’re going to 

understand what follows: the most extraordinary event in human history is about to happen to 

two very, very ordinary folks. 

 

Then Luke backs away from the simple and ordinary, to tell us that a decree has gone out from 

the Roman Emperor Augustus (perhaps you’ve studied ancient history or seen I, Claudius on 

PBS. This guy was powerful). Everyone in the world (that is, the world that Rome controlled and 

that Augustus ruled over, which was pretty much all the near and middle east, northern Africa, 

and a good bit of Europe) should be registered. The empire needed a census to keep track of its 

people for taxation purposes; and there were a lot of people to keep track of. There is a governor, 

Quirinius, who’d been posted, willingly or not, to Syria - another person with authority. And in 

that earlier back story in Luke we’ve learned that Judea had a king, Herod – another powerful 

figure to make note of. The emperor’s census meant that everybody had to go to their home 

towns – not necessarily the place they’d been born, but the place where their families had 

originated; in Joseph’s case, Bethlehem of Judea, royal David’s city. And as his and Mary’s 

narrative is taken up again, we are reminded that this is not the story of all those powerful and 

influential people Luke has just mentioned; and we are back to the important stuff, telling “the 

story of tonight”1, which is the reason you and I are all here. 

 

So, if it isn’t the story of all these powerful, influential people, why does Luke even mention 

them? He does it to set the story of Jesus’ birth in a true and proven historical time and context.  

For good or ill, those power brokers would be remembered, so Luke establishes this birth at a 

fixed time and in a specific place. But Luke is also setting Jesus’ birth up against that power,  

making it clear that it is not into this influential, wealthy set that God chose to arrive in human 

flesh and blood. Which is odd, when you think about it. Surely God’s Son could have, some 

might even say should have, been born into power and wealth, where people would notice and 

pay attention. But instead, Jesus was born into poverty, to a humble couple, no more than 

numbers on the government’s radar screen, of whom nothing much would ever have been 

expected.  

 

What in the world is God doing here? What does the Incarnation - this singular event of God 

becoming human in Jesus Christ - mean? 

 

                                                           
1 A Hamilton reference 



Put simply, the incarnation reveals to us who God is. It reveals that God loves humanity and all 

creation enough to enter human history as a human being, in the most vulnerable of 

circumstances – that of a baby – and to very vulnerable people – two poor, inconsequential 

people who, because of this baby’s birth, are soon to become refugees in a country that had once 

enslaved their ancestors. We know how vulnerable refugees can be. The incarnation means that 

God is not some uninvolved, far-off deity but was willing to subject his own Divine Self to the 

risks and dangers of being human: sorrow, hunger, thirst, fear, loneliness, doubt, pain, death.  

It proves that God is invested in us, is in the trenches with us, that God’s relationship with the 

creation is a two-way street.  

 

And perhaps because of that, the incarnation also reveals who we are; that God’s commitment to 

being human in Jesus also reflects a commitment to us2. The second-century bishop Irenaeus3 

said God "became what we are in order to make us what he is himself." Others simply say that 

God has become human so that we could become divine. In doing that, God has shown us that 

we are capable of being our better selves, our best selves, fully complete and alive human beings.  

Do we truly believe ourselves worthy of God’s love and grace, not because we’ve earned it, but 

just because God wants us to have it? How does the answer to that question shape who we are 

and what we do, how we regard others, especially those different from us and those whose needs 

cry out to us, especially those in this world who are at risk and vulnerable, just as Mary, Joseph, 

and the infant Jesus were? How does the answer to that question shape the way we treat the 

creation; and how we treat ourselves? Those answers are important, because even though Jesus’ 

birth occurred at a fixed time and in a specific place, it has universal and eternal meaning. His 

birth, and its circumstances, still matter. The incarnation still matters.  

 

We’re all here tonight for a variety of reasons, and I suspect we have come here carrying a 

multitude of things with us as well. This may be your church home. Or maybe you’re here at the 

invitation of a friend or family member. Some of us have come for the music, to sing the carols, 

or to see the church festooned, because we like the ambience. Perhaps you’ve come after a lovely 

evening with family and friends, or you’re anticipating such a time tomorrow - or both! You 

might have come here bursting with joy, or maybe you’re drained from loss. Perhaps you’re here 

seeking the God of love. Maybe, like me, you feel overwhelmed again and again by all the tragic 

news that bombards us constantly, whether it’s terrible events this past week that have occurred 

in Berlin and Mexico, at a mosque in Switzerland or an embassy in Ankara; the murders in 

Chicago that seem to go on and on unchecked; the heartbreak that is Aleppo; maybe you’re 

anxious and fearful of what the future will bring. Perhaps you’ve brought nothing with you this 

evening but a broken heart. Maybe it’s a combination of some or many of those things. Human 

life is complicated, after all. 

 

But whatever brings you here, and whatever you may have brought with you, know this: God has 

sought us out so that we, in turn, can seek and find God. God loves us so that we, in turn, will 

love others and love our own selves into the bargain. God came to us on earth so that we, in turn, 

are able not only to reach for, but to grasp the Divine grace that God has given us in Jesus Christ. 

 

                                                           
2 Karoline Lewis, Dear Working Preacher, http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=4776 
3 Bishop of Lyons (c. 130–202) 



So I hope and pray that each of you will be touched, will allow yourselves to be touched by that 

Divine grace that we’ve come to celebrate, made manifest in that tiny form in Bethlehem so long 

ago. Because that grace, the grace of Emmanuel, God with us, still matters. It always will.  

 

That’s “the story of tonight”.  A blessed Christmas to all of you! 

 

 
Christmas Day - December 25, 2016      It Still Matters (Part II) 
John 1:1-14 

St. Giles Church, Northbrook IL – The Rev. Cynthia J. Hallas 

 

If you’ve come here this morning expecting to hear Luke’s story of the infant Jesus born in 

Bethlehem, and of angels singing “Glory to God” and shepherds who show up at the manger, I 

apologize. (You’ll still get some of it in the hymns and carols we sing!) One of the most 

beautiful, non-narrative scriptures about the incarnation occurs in the gospel of John, and it’s 

very different from Luke’s infancy narrative. 

 

Luke’s gospel is very specific. It tells of two identifiable people, in a particular historical and 

cultural context that can be pointed to in histories of the period, in a place that can be found on a 

map. With John’s gospel we leave the specific behind, and enter the realm of salvation history 

“from before time and forever”, as one of our Eucharistic prayers (D) puts it. This is not the 

miracle of a virgin giving birth, but a miracle of another sort. This is the actual Word of God –  

all of God’s original intentions for humanity at its creation, all the perfection that God designed 

for our now-fallen world – existing in the person of the Divine in the flesh.  

 

“In the beginning” reads the opening of Genesis, and John’s initial words echo the first book in 

our sacred story – it’s as if God is re-ordering the creation, a creation which has gone so very 

dark. Into this dark world, God comes. The light of God that shines in that darkness is not 

overcome by that darkness. And God’s Word, present from before time began, became flesh and 

lived among us. The original text says that the Word of God “tabernacled” among us, that is, 

made a dwelling, pitched a tent. More contemporary translations speak of the Word “moving into 

the neighborhood” or just “into the ‘hood” – all these ways of saying that God was willing to join 

us in our human struggles.  

 

So even though John takes the human, specific, historical event that Luke presents and sets it in 

cosmic terms, Luke and John are making the same point, something referred to in Isaiah: 

“Emanuel, God with us.” No matter where that singular event happened, or how long ago, it still 

matters. The birth of Jesus, the Word become flesh, still matters. 

 

Why does it matter? Because the incarnation reveals who God is. It reveals that God loves 

humanity and all of creation enough to enter human history as a human being, subject to the risks 

and dangers of existing in the flesh: sorrow, hunger, thirst, fear, loneliness, doubt, pain, death.  

The incarnation means that God is not some uninvolved, far-off deity but is invested in us,  

is in the trenches with us, God’s relationship with the creation is a two-way street. The 

incarnation reveals the true and loving nature of God and that still matters. 

 



But the incarnation also reveals who we are; and that God’s commitment to being human in Jesus 

also reflects a commitment to us4. The second-century bishop Irenaeus5 said God "became what 

we are in order to make us what he is himself." Others simply say that God has become human 

so that we could become divine.  

In doing that, God has shown us that we are capable of being our better selves, our best selves, 

fully complete and alive human beings. Do we truly believe ourselves worthy of God’s love and 

grace, not because we’ve earned it, but just because God wants us to have it? How does the 

answer to that question shape who we are and what we do, how we regard others, especially 

those different from us, those in this world who are at risk and vulnerable, just as Mary, Joseph, 

and the infant Jesus were? How does the answer to that question shape the way we treat the 

creation; and how we treat ourselves? Those answers are important, because even though Jesus’ 

birth occurred at a fixed time and in a specific place, it has universal and eternal meaning.  

His birth, and its circumstances, still matter. The incarnation still matters.  

 
It matters because of what happens in Berlin and Mexico and Washington, at a mosque in 

Switzerland and an embassy in Turkey, and in the heartbreaking situation that is Aleppo; it 

matters in the south and west sides of Chicago and any place where violence and hatred rip apart 

families, communities, and nations; it matters in our own individual lives, whether our hearts are 

filled with joy or broken by loss or somewhere in between. 

 

So please, know this: know that God has sought us out so that we, in turn, can seek and find God. 

God loves us so that we, in turn, will love others and love our own selves into the bargain. God 

came to us on earth so that we, in turn, are able not only to reach for, but to grasp the Divine 

grace that God has given us in Jesus Christ. 

 

A mere 300 years after John set down the beautiful words we hear this morning, a man named 

Marcus Aurelius Clemens Prudentius captured this Divine Mystery in other words, words of 

Hymn 82 that I offer in translation: 

 

Of the Father’s love begotten Ere the worlds began to be, 
He is Alpha and Omega, He the source, the ending he, 
Of the things that are, that have been, And that future years shall see, 
Evermore and evermore!  

 
A blessed Christmastide to all of you! 

 

 

                                                           
4 Karoline Lewis, Dear Working Preacher, http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=4776 
5 Bishop of Lyons (c. 130–202) 


