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Luke 1: 26-32—The Annunciation

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a young woman engaged to a man whose name was Joseph.  The young woman’s name was Mary.  And Gabriel came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one!  God is with you.”  But Mary was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be.  The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.  And now, you will bear a son and you will name him Jesus.  He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High and God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David.

Luke 2: 1-7—The Journey to Bethlehem

In those days a decree when out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered.  All went to their own towns to be registered.  Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David.  He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child.  While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child.  And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger because there was no place for them in the inn.

We all like to think that we have freewill—and to a certain degree we do.  Each of us is free to chose to do something or not do it, provided we are prepared to pay the consequences.  No laws dictate where we must live or what we must do for a living.  No authority tells us whom we may or may not include in our family.  No custom dictates where we may or may not travel or how we must spend our money.  We are essentially free to make our own decisions.  So why is it that you and I do things every single day that we would not freely chose to do?  Why do we stay working at jobs we might not like?  Why do we live across from neighbors we cannot stand?  Why do we put up with friends and family that sorely try our nerves?  Why do we do so many things that seem counter to the concept of freewill?  We do them because individual freedom is often trumped by larger needs.  In a word, life is not about “me.”  It is about “we.”

Anybody who thinks that young Mary was thrilled to have an angel appear in her bedroom has never been visited by a real angel—not the cherubic kind or the pretty lady kind—but a fierce angel with all the power of an electrical storm, delivering unsettling news.  It was hard enough living in Roman occupied Palestine without having an angel show up and tell her that she would have a baby that restore the Jewish people to the power and glory they knew under King David.  It was hard enough being from Galilee, a place looked down upon by most Jews, without having to leave her home to have her baby in Nazareth just because Caesar wanted to know how many subjects he had.  Any freewill Mary though she had was quickly overcome by the enormous responsibility placed on her.

And poor Joseph.  Joseph, just trying to make a living as a carpenter.  Just trying to live in a society where it was expected that he marry an honorable woman and have children.  The story tells us that he took the news of Mary being pregnant hard, even when reassured by a powerful dream.  What must Joseph have been thinking the day he set off to walk to Bethlehem with Mary?  Not only was he required by Caesar to go to Bethlehem, he was to be the father of a child who was not entirely his own.  The story tells us that he set his own personal needs aside and stepped into the role that was thrust upon him.  I suppose Joseph could have exercised his own freewill and abandoned Mary and her baby.  But the story tells us he did not.  Instead, he set off on an inconvenient journey not of his own choosing.

Imagine how you might feel on such a journey.  Think of what it might be like to set off to do something difficult, but required.  Usually the journey cannot be avoided.  But we can affect how we feel about it.  Such journeys ask much of us.  And the primary thing they ask of us is to get beyond our own selfish wants and needs.  They ask us to see the greater good.  They ask us to think of others before ourselves.  They ask us to trust and obey.

Luke 2: 8-20—The Shepherds

In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by night.  Then an angel of God stood over them and the glory of God shone around them and they were terrified.  But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid, for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a savior who is the messiah.  This will be a sign for you.  You will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.”  And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven and on earth peace among all people!”

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which God has made known to us.”  So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph and they found the child lying in a manger.  When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them.  The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen.

We would all like to think that we have our lives planned out—and to a certain degree we do.  Each of us keeps track of our own activities.  We keep the calendars of our days, often planning out things months and years in advance.  We watch the money we save increase (or not) depending on the economy.  We work to pay off our student loans, our cars, and our houses.  We make sure there is enough money for rent and food and entertainment.  Most of us have some date in mind at which we might like to retire.  And we plug along, day after day, living the plan we have set for ourselves—until something radically new and different bursts in and upsets our carefully made plans.

Watching sheep is some of the dullest, most predictable work a person in ancient Palestine could do.  Sheep are not that bright and they stick together, for the most part.  Being a shepherd means endless days of walking slowly with the flock so that the animals might graze.  It means taking turns at night watching the sleeping sheep and guarding against predators—human and animal.  Being a shepherd also pays very badly.  It is peasant work.  Shepherds are menial laborers with absolutely no standing in the social order.  The are equal to dishwashers, gardeners, and maids in our time.  So imagine how upsetting it must have been to have an angel appear in the fields outside Bethlehem in the midst of an otherwise quiet night.  The story tells us that the shepherds were terrified.  Terrified that this terrible angel would scatter the flock, sending ewes and lambs in every direction.  Terrified that this awesome angel would be upset by the lowly state of the shepherds themselves.  Terrified that this might be one more insult to an already low profession.  When you think you have your life planned out, having an angel show up is only going to throw it into chaos.

Yet the shepherds recover from their fright.  They recover enough to hear the message of something wonderful and amazing.  They get beyond their surprise enough to realize that they are supposed to take a journey in the middle of the night in search of a newborn baby.  They are to drop what they are doing and take this inconvenient journey to a destination that they really do not understand.  And the story tells us that they went with haste!  They did not second-guess the angel’s instructions.  They did not find some good excuse not to go.  They didn’t let their humble status prevent them from following the angel’s orders.  The journey was thrust upon them, so they went.

Imagine what it would be like for you to have your plans completely altered by some unexpected event.  Imagine what you would do if you received good news that made you change course completely.  What would it be like to hear instructions both joyous and confusing telling you to head off on an inconvenient journey?  Such changes of course come fairly often in our lives if we are open to them.  We are often in situations where what is asked of us is not what we expected at all.  The best way to live is not to avoid such course corrections but to incorporate them as well as we can.  For every journey we set off on has an uncertain outcome.  The directions are always going to be confusing.  The goal will always be elusive.  Our companions will always be ill equipped.  But we must go.  We must trust that the journey is worth the effort.  We must follow a star.

Matthew 2: 1-12—The Wise Ones from the East

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise ones from the East came to Jerusalem asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?  For we have observed his star at its rising and have come to pay homage to him.”  When King Herod heard this, he was frightened and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.  They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet.”

Then Herod secretly called for the wise ones and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared.  Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.”  When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was.  When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy.  

On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage.  Then, opening their treasure-chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.

We each like to think that we are patient and persistent every time an inconvenient journey takes us away from our pre-arranged course.  We imagine ourselves flexible and resilient while often struggling mightily against any change in plans.  The old saying goes, “If you want to make God laugh, tell her your plans.”  We know that our lives are messy and uncertain.  We know that everyday people have great joy and great tragedy visited upon them.  Yet even as the inconvenient journey unfolds we think that we can at least help steer it along.  Again, we struggle to exert our effort on something much larger than ourselves.

Following a star that they had observed at its rising, the wise ones from the East ride slowly and surely into the Christmas story.  They are the most faithful, most persistent travelers in this cast of unlikely characters.  They have left their homeland to follow a comet or a star across a vast landscape knowing very little of what they are seeking.  They simply have prepared for a long, arduous journey and set out determined to follow where they are led.

Of course King Herod is threatened when he hears of the wise ones’ plans.  Of course he worries that there might be another king who would take his power away.  Of course he devises a plan to find out where this other king is so that he might stop him.  For us Herod represents those things that threaten to distract us from the path we know is right.  He is for us our own insecurity, our own fears, our own sense of entitlement, our own place of privilege.  Every inconvenient journey in our lives will include a Herod or two.  Every journey will face threats along the way.  Sabotage will seek us out.

Imagine, though, that we are wise ones, too.  Imagine that we recognize the inconvenient journey as the true path that will lead us to greater wholeness and understanding.  Imagine that we succeed in following a star, overcoming our own insecurities, and making it to the end—what joy we will find there.  The story says, “When the wise ones had heard from King Herod, they set out; and there ahead of them, went the star that they has seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was.  When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy.”

Let us trust enough that we, too, might set out on inconvenient journeys knowing that they so often lead to great joy.  Let us, too, seek the far off promise of a better world—a promise signified by the birth of a child.  Let us, too, keep the beauty of Christmas in our hearts the whole year through.  So be it.  Amen

Please pray with me.

Spirit of Life,

We come this cold, dark December night to remember again

that our lives are lived best when they follow a star.

We come to hear the ancient words of hope and faith that

led both shepherds and scholars to a stable door.

Words that saw a new family safely through a hard night.

Words that brought forth a heavenly host to celebrate the birth

of a remarkable child.

As we hear these ancient words, may each of us find inside ourselves

the places where our deepest hopes meet the world’s hunger.

As we are inspired by peacemakers of old, may we, too,

do what we can to bring about peace in our time.

As we are awakened by the call of justice of old, may we, too,

do what we can to create more justice in our time.

For a night like tonight is only worth celebrating if we

are willing to take its light out into the darkened world.

It is only worth celebrating if we are willing to let its

beauty and its hope change our living.

Though we may not be able to see them, we know that

the sky is full of stars tonight.  

It is full of light from millions of years ago—light that

streams constantly toward our tiny, precious earth.

There are stars over Afghanistan tonight—

keep our soldiers safe.

There are stars over the Philippines tonight—

let those ravaged by the flooding there be comforted.

There are stars over stars over Washington, DC tonight—

bless our president, our elected leaders, and all their families.

There are stars over Syria tonight—let peace prevail even against great odds.

There are stars over Argentina and China and Sweden and New Zealand.

Stars over India and Bosnia and El Salvador and Canada—

bless our neighbors around the world.

And there are stars over this very church tonight—

Spirit of Life, let us know of your constant care for us.

Let us know that the stars are there every night.

Help us make of our days a life worthy of a radiant star.

Guide us and protect us.

Give us inspiration and courage.

Give us peace and give us hope.

But most of all, let us love.

Let us love, not only those who are near and dear to us.

But let us love those who are hard to love.

Let us see in each person we meet

a reflection of our own humanity.

Let us see reflected in the eyes of our brothers

and sisters, the gleam of the star that we follow.

Let us see there, you, with your light.

Peace and a blessing be upon all of our houses tonight.

Amen.
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