Christmas Eve, Dec. 24, 2011

The Church of the Epiphany – Glenburn

The Rev. Craig C.  Sweeney

Soli Deo Gloria


‘In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.’  Lord!  We never get tired of hearing this story!  Year in and year out we read this simple story about Mary and Joseph traveling up to Bethlehem.  For poor Mary, at the very end of her pregnancy, it must have been the most uncomfortable trip in the history of the world.


Finally.  Finally we are here.  Finally Mary is there and the waiting is over.  Only women can appreciate what the Blessed Virgin went through.  I’ve stood by and counted minutes during three deliveries wishing as all Dads do that I could DO something to help.  I am sure poor Joseph did as well.  But other than be there, there is nothing we men can do.  What I remember clearly from each of those births is that as soon as it was all done, the only thing Robin wanted to do was roll over and sleep on her stomach for the first time in months…


Finally, the baby is born.  Finally, the pregnancy is over.  Finally this mysterious baby Jesus is born.


And suddenly God thinks, ‘how is anyone going to know about this incredible thing I’ve done?  I’ve got to get the word out!’  And so God sends his messengers, the angels, and they appear out of nowhere, surrounded by the glory of God.  And to whom do they go?  They go to shepherds, the lowest of the low.  To them does God deliver this incredible news.


They are terrified, of course.  Out of total darkness there is suddenly blinding light.  No one can be prepared for the stunning reality of the appearance of the divine.  And so the angel says, as angels always say, ‘Do not be afraid.  For see I am bringing you good news of great joy!’


Thus does God announce this astounding thing to the world – not in Jerusalem or Rome to great crowds, but to a few lonely and bored shepherds:  ‘I am born among you, I am present here with you, your savior, your Lord – I have come to save you.  I have come to be with you, because I love you.’  Finally, the waiting is over.


And poor Mary hears the news that the shepherds bring as they crowd into the cave with the animals and the stink, Mary hears the announcement from God’s angels that this child, her son, is the Messiah and she ponders all this in her heart, treasuring the 9 months old message from Gabriel, realizing that is actually true.


She is, as any mother can tell you, exhausted, strained and sore and dirty there in the stable, surrounded by placid cows and smelly sheep.  Yet she stares at this tiny child, this Jesus that Gabriel foretold was coming into the world through her, this savior that the angels announced to the shepherds, who have come running to see.  Mary stares at her firstborn and wonders what it all means – what it will mean for her and for her baby.  It’s been 9 months and finally the child is here.


We never tire of hearing this story – how many years have most of us listened to it on a cold winter night like this?  We, too, wonder what it all means, wonder what it means to a world broken by violence, hunger, wars and greed.  We’ve been gearing up for the secular side of Christmas since Halloween, listening to folks like me trying to turn our attention to Advent and our coming judgment, waiting and waiting, and finally we are here.  Christ is born – Emmanuel, God with us, God among us, God present to us.  The presence of the creator of universes, this most miraculous thing, is with us, a tiny, helpless human baby.


Perhaps this is why we never tire of hearing the story, for it touches us as the very core of our beings.  God, our God, comes to us.  At the darkest time of the year, when we least expect it, God is present with us. 


God usually comes to us in the presence granted to us by another person in friendship and love.  For while God’s Spirit coming to be with us in worship and prayer is wonderful, God with some skin on him is truly incredible.


If our eyes are open, if are hearts are open and our ears are truly listening, we discover that God is present to us in other people – in friends, loved ones and especially, I think, in children.   He is present to us in the wise and in the foolish, in the sick and in the healthy, in church and out in the world.  The God who came among us in human form did so so that we would find him in everyone around us.  For God is endlessly present to us, God is among us, God is with us, in the flesh.


This is the grace of our loving God – God comes to us because we can never work or earn our way up to him.  God’s graciousness is his love of us, a love so powerful, so intense, so insistent that God will never give up on us, will never quit coming to be with us.


God the creator of stars and suns, the creator of life, the all powerful God does not choose to create and then just sit back and watch.  God is not the ‘celestial clockmaker.’


No, God loves – God loves all that he creates and in the most complete expression of love that is possible, God humbles himself to come and be with us, to tell us of his love.   God comes to show us, to offer himself to us.  God makes himself vulnerable to express his love for us, just as we are vulnerable when we offer our love to another.


When we offer our love, we are vulnerable.  We are vulnerable because we are risking rejection and rejection hurts.  Offering our love is offering all that we are and all that we have, reaching out to someone and offering them our very selves.  And if that offering is rejected, it is deeply painful.


It is the same for God.  Yet this is what God does, he offers his very self to all of his creation in this tiny, helpless baby, this Jesus.  And the rejection of the world is already apparent – there is no room in the inn so Jesus is born in a dirty stable.  And in the end we reject this Jesus by nailing him to a cross to get rid of him.


Ultimately our own presence, our own love is all that we have to offer to each other, just being there with and for each other.  We humans are not meant to be alone, we are meant to be in relationships with other humans.  We are meant to be with each other. 


At the most critical, vital, and important moments in our lives, the presence of our loved ones means more than anything else possible could.  When we are hurting, sick, afraid and when we are joyous, lonely or dying, we yearn for human presence, for someone just to be with us.  They don’t need to do anything or say anything, they just need to be there with us.


God knows this, God came to be present with us in Jesus and Jesus is present to us in each and every person we see.  God is with us – that is the miracle of the Incarnation, the miracle of Christmas.  Then and now the angels announce good news of great joy for all people: ‘To you this day in the City of David, a savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.’


Rejoice, then, beloved.  God is with us, God loves each one of us, God will never leave us alone.  That is the message of the Incarnation.  That is the joy of Christmas – God is with us, in the flesh!  Rejoice!  For if God is with us, we have nothing to fear, nothing, never.


AMEN
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