Christmas Eve, 2011, Luke 2: 1-20, The Rev. Mary S. Trainor

Here is some good news for tonight: there are no more shopping days until Christmas!  Some other good news is that the economy is picking up, and along with it are all the advertisements for us to shop and shop until we drop.  The newspaper is so full of ads that sometimes I have a hard time getting it all out of the mailbox!   Most of the advertisements have to do with how we look: our skin, our smell, our clothing, our jewelry.  And, have you noticed the styles in the advertisements are those in our society who are rich and famous:  ranging from Justin Bieber to Aaron Rogers, from Angelia Jolee to Taylor Swift.  The rich and famous get so much media attention; we can’t help but know about them.  

Tonight we are gathered here in St. John’s to hear about another kind of Good News, but this Good News is of a totally different sort.  This Good News did not make any of the media reports, and it involves none of the rich and famous, and it does not have anything to do with how we look.  This Good News is about the birth of Jesus Christ our Savior.  This story of the birth of Jesus is familiar.  Joseph and Mary making their way to Bethlehem, Mary nine months pregnant, no room at the inn, Jesus born in a manger.  The angels rejoice, the shepherds praise God. Yet, this is not any ordinary story; this is a strange story that contains mystery: parts that don’t make sense to us. Specifically, there are three things in the story that don’t make sense: 
· First, why would God, the eternal creator and ruler of the Universe, enter the world as a human?  Why would the Almighty become a creature who is dependent on oxygen, food, and rest; who gets sick, suffers from headaches and the flu, bleeds and dies, whose number of years of life is so small compared to the great scheme of things?  The great writer C. S. Lewis said that, “for God to come into the world as Jesus, laying aside His divine almighty power, is like us making the decision to become snails.”  We wouldn’t do that willingly.  But God did, and He did it just for us.  This is called the “incarnation:” God coming to the world in the flesh: in human form.  And it doesn’t make sense.
· Second, given that God decided to enter the world as a human, why would He come as a poor baby instead of one of the rich and famous, the people who get all the attention!  Maybe as a great ruler or as a military general?  But instead God entered the world as a baby.  It doesn’t make sense.  Jesus’ parents were on the road at the time of Jesus’ birth, traveling from one backwater town, Nazareth, to another, Bethlehem.  Their arrival in Bethlehem attracted no media attention at all.  No crowds greeted them.  The local Holiday Inn wasn’t willing to make room for them, even for a woman in labor –no fancy American Express Gold card to flash at the front desk, no nice well staffed hospital with a birthing room, no special influence at all.  We tend to romanticize it with our lovely manger crèche scenes, but this was a pretty pathetic picture -- Joseph and Mary settling into a smelly stable amidst the straw.  And it was there – in a place of poverty – that Mary gave birth to the King of the Universe was born. 
· And third, wouldn’t you think that God would choose the rich and famous to be the first to hear about His entrance into the world? After all, He wanted the most people to know about His arrival right away.  The way to get the word to spread the fastest would be through the celebrities. Right?   But instead God told the shepherds first. God chose these minimum wage workers on the night shift who were marginalized by society, the shepherds, instead. Again, it doesn’t make sense.  You heard the scene in the Gospel reading I read a few minutes ago.  No one in Bethlehem paid attention, but out in the countryside, all heaven was breaking loose because an angel appeared to some shepherds who were selected to be the first to find out.  It must have been an amazing sight, imagine: the Bible says “suddenly 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 those whom he favors.” The word “glory” is a churchy word that refers to the awesome greatness of God, His almighty nature, and how worthy God is of our praise.
So, why did the King of Glory came to earth at all, and come to earth in this way?  In this baby, God showed His bias for the us, the regular ordinary people, by coming as one of us.  You see, big media and big bank accounts, BMWs and corporate jets, and outward appearance and the latest styles don’t mean a thing to Him.  Jesus entered into the world in this humble way because of His love for us and our need for Him.  He wanted us to understand the message, and to respond.  
It is a message that gets to the core of who we are as humans.  We go about our lives, doing the things we do: shop, cook, work, drive, visit, work, work, work.  People look at us on the outside, and we look fine.  The reason Jesus came is because we are not fine.  Oh, we are good at faking it, at wearing masks that lead those out there into believing that we are just fine.  But we are not fine.  We need a Savior.  Jesus was born among those who don’t have anything because he came to give us everything.  He came to give us what we really need, and that is pure authentic love and forgiveness of our sins.  He came to us, meeting us in our places of pain, hurt, and brokenness, our places of trouble and need.  Our Savior Jesus Christ is all about love, love for all of us, love that is lavished upon all of us, love that heals in a way that nothing else of the world can do. 
Have you ever noticed the power in the name of “Jesus?”  If you say the name of Jesus reverently, in the course of a conversation with a group of friends, in a coffee shop, in a bowling alley, out in a tree stand, the conversation just stops.  People get uncomfortable, start squirming.  Why is this?  There is a good reason for it!  There is real power in the Name of Jesus – that glory: Divine Power!  Some people don’t like to admit that they need a Savior; they think they are fine, but they are kidding themselves and hiding their need.  But, we can’t hide from Jesus; Jesus sees through all the superficial stuff of the world, and sees us for who we really are.    Think about the airport screening machines that have been so controversial during the past year because of all that the TSA can see when they look into them!  You know, those scanners that you have to hold your arms up above your head and they can see through your clothes. But Jesus’ scanner is all about love and acceptance.  
Jesus said, “If anyone is in me, there will be a new creation.”  In other words, for those of us who come to Him with our hurting and brokenness, He makes us new. He says to those of us who are weary and burdened, “Come to me, and I will refresh you.”  He says to those of us who are afraid and dreading the future, “I will never leave you or forsake you.”  To those living with grief and regrets, he says, “I will wipe every tear away from your eyes.”  To those who down-deep feel unlovable, Jesus says “God loves you so much that he sent me, so that everyone who believes in me will not perish, but have eternal life.”  To those of us who can’t look at ourselves in the mirror, he says, take a closer look, you are created in God’s own image.  He tells us that though we’ve been hiding and are broken, He already knows this and there’s no need to hide.  You are precious and beautiful in His sight.  

This Christmas story is about a lot more than the birth of a little baby.  It’s Good News about your birth, your birth into the real you, who you are really meant to be, a child of God, heir of the Kingdom.  Today be made new by Jesus your Savior born this day, who loves you more than you can ask or imagine. In a few minutes, when you have the opportunity to receive the real presence of your Savior Jesus Christ within you in the Holy Eucharist, recognize-maybe for the first time- that you are receiving the God of love who burst into the world to rescue you.  Amen
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