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      December 25, 2011

Merry Christmas! It’s December 25 once again. We are here partly in survival solidarity—

We’ve survived the human masses at the malls, the holiday tunes we’ve heard since Halloween, the constant TV ads and email deals, and the general and relentless hurdle toward what’s supposed to be the best Christmas ever. Some of us also have managed to keep secret those surprise gifts we’ve been planning and waiting to give others. 
This morning the stores are closed and the roads are all but empty. Some of you may even have left homes where not a mouse was yet stirring, like mine where teenage sons are still sleeping. We can take a deep breath. Take one now. Take a deep breath in. And a deep breath out. Feel a sense of awe and peace as we sit in solidarity and celebrate the nativity of our newborn Prince of Peace. 

Think about it, our gathering is picture perfect. Here we can sit comfortably in this beautiful sanctuary of our New England church—clothed in its Christmas “garments” of seasonal reds and greens, golds and whites—surrounded by family, friends, guests and your loving clergy. Feel a sense of awe and peace as we sit in solidarity during this Christmas Day hour and worship our newborn king through music, readings, prayers and a joyful feast at our Lord’s table.
Last night we heard the well-known story of the Nativity with its familiar events and characters. There’s the innkeeper who I used to think was the bad guy. Now I feel sorry for him and find it hard to blame him for trying to be a good businessman and refusing to boot out paying customers to make room for a man and a woman who was about to give birth.
My feelings for Mary and Joseph have changed as well. They used to be the happy mommy and daddy who beamed down at their baby without a care in the world. Now I see Joseph as travel weary, feeling shame because he couldn’t find proper accommodations for his wife, and still fighting doubts about what he’s gotten himself into. And what about Mary—exhausted after giving birth, worried about germs and all the hoo hah of visiting strangers, and concerned she’s in over her head now that the baby has arrived.   

What about all the visitors to that place behind the inn in Bethlehem? The wise men and kings? The shepherds and angels? The others who must have been there and were just curious by all the hoopla? What were they thinking and bringing that compelled them to come to this place? They were certainly going to run into the no vacancy problem as well and no doubt there were some very miffed family members, friends and colleagues who were inconvenienced by their decision, on a whim or otherwise, to follow a star and listen to some “heavenly voices.”  
This morning, the Nativity story is meant to linger in the back of our minds, but we move on to the poetic language from the very first chapter of the Gospel from John, which moves us past concrete images of crèches, costumes and props. Humanity is represented—re-presented—through the indescribable form of the One who “in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” Jesus is THE Word, our life and our light. We move from flesh to fullness of life. We move from a bright star to eternal light. We move from “down to earth” to the beginning of the cosmos. This Gospel asks us to consider what “new life” really means.   
Today is indeed the birthday of our Lord, but it also the birthday of a new life because “in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.” It is the day that God climbed down from heaven as a child. But it is so much more than that. God became one of us and gave us a new life so that we become heirs through hope of God’s everlasting kingdom. Nothing separates us now from the love of God because God becomes one of us and offers us life in him—through the Word made flesh who needs to be fed and who, more importantly, feeds the world. 
In God and through the Christ Child, we become a new creation and a new work of God’s hands. We share in God’s own nature—and in that Word for which there are no words and no need for words. God makes us part of this inexplicable, wondrous, spectacular and deep mystery of faith which God imparts in our human hearts once again this Christmas.
With the Christ Child all of us are given or reminded of a new vision as we struggle to see and have meaning in our lives. Maybe that’s what everyone was seeking who traveled to Bethlehem when Christ was born. It’s why many of us are here today. Just as it was long ago, much of the world, and many of us lose our way and we doubt whether there is much to look forward to in the future. We get derailed by job losses, financial and marital problems, overwhelming issues with our children and aging parents, alcoholism, incurable diseases, and estrangement from family and friends.
And then comes along once again the birth of Jesus, in whom our hopes and fears can be met. In whom an alternative future with its infinite and incomprehensible potential and possibilities can be re-discovered and found. When there is absolutely nothing left, God still is—waiting for us at the manger as the Word and as one of us. Waiting for us to re-discover the love he has for us.    
If it were not for the Book of Common Prayer and the Bible, I often have no words to offer God in prayer or with which to accept God’s love. There are no words for THE Word. But they are not necessary. And God asks for none. God asks only for our hearts which he wants to fill with his grace and truth. 
Let’s sit for one more moment right now. Take another deep breath in. Let that breath out. Thank God for the love He first gives us. For the Son he gives to us. For his all-powerful Word. And for the Christ Child, through whom we are born anew and remain heirs of God’s everlasting kingdom. [Pause] Amen.   
