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Christmas Eve 2013, Is 9:2-7; Ps 96; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-20;Rev. Mary Trainor
I have been hearing the term, "Christmas magic," used a lot lately.  It refers to amazing things that happen at Christmas time, and you hear it from advertisers to the Hallmark Channel. We look for "Christmas magic" because we want to experience something really special at Christmas.  Is it magic we are looking for?  The word "magic" is defined as "a power that allows people, such as wizards and magicians, to do seemingly impossible actions: tricks to entertain people."  We love this kind of magic - why over 40 million people have paid to see the famous magician David Copperfield perform.  His most popular trick is called: "flying illusion," where he appears to fly throughout the auditorium.  People are amazed!  But in reality he is not really flying at all. Copperfield is actually wearing a harness which has two arrays of ultra thin wires that are controlled by a computer.  Yes, we are fascinated by magic -- it is fun, but it is not real.  Christmas is is a time of year when we seek something special.  But it is not magic or tricks we seek, for we seek something real, something true, something wonderful, something that can make a lasting difference in our lives.

This past Saturday, the Shawano Leader published a supplement with pages and pages of children's Christmas poems.  Here is one of the poems, written by 3rd grade Allison:  "People hang red and green lights on their trees. Shiny ornaments sparkle brightly on the tree. Kids open their gifts lovingly. All kinds of wrapping paper scattered wildly. Pretty White snowflakes flutter lightly on the ground. People sing carols joyfully for Christmas. Christmas is when Jesus was born!!! That's what Christmas is really all about."  Allison wrote about all kinds of fun things about Christmas, but at the end of her poem she captured the most important part of Christmas: Jesus.  Allison understands that Christmas is all about Jesus, and that He is the source of our Christmas joy that can last throughout the year.  Allison, in spite of how young she is, understands the depth of the message that God sent through the prophet Isaiah in today's 1st reading:  "The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.....For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders: and he is named wonderful counselor, mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”  

Over thirty years ago, I sat in the office of the priest of my church in New Mexico seeking guidance.  I had been going through a tough time, and I needed help.  My priest listened to me describe my situation and then he abruptly stopped me, looked me straight in the eye and asked me this question, "Mary, do you know how much God loves you?"  Oh I had heard my whole life about how God loved me, but I realized at that moment that I did not allow myself to fully receive God's love. I had been a person who was walking in darkness! Beginning that day, I began to see the great light, and met the wonderful counselor, the Prince of Peace for real.  Just as I had heard many times before that day in the priest's office that God loved me, you have heard many times that God loves you and that Jesus came into the world to save you.  But we can hear without really hearing: we can hear these words without incorporating the truth of them into our lives.  

Isaiah's words prophesied the birth of Jesus, which we celebrate tonight. The Gospel of Luke gave us the story of Jesus' birth-- we are so used to seeing nativity scenes, which represent Jesus' birth to us.  We see them in front of houses, on Christmas cards and as Christmas ornaments.  They are so familiar that they do not fill us with awe when we see one. THE nativity is indeed awesome, because God broke through into earth as a human this night. This is a time when we unwrap gifts, and in the process of unwrapping something very special that was previously unknown is revealed. Hear about the birth of Christ tonight with freshly unwrapped ears and hearts so the truth of Jesus can be revealed to you as a real gift of truth that you have been seeking.  
God did not have to come to live among us, but He chose to;  He came not as a knight in shining armor on a white stallion but as a humble baby.  He came into the world just the same way you and I did, born of a woman!  He was not born to a rich queen and king in a palace, but rather came in the context of a real family.  The family he was born to had day-to-day problems and challenges, not unlike the ones you face every day.  Yes, Mary and Joseph were a holy family –but they were real people: a carpenter and a teenage girl living under political oppression, a family that didn’t have it easy.  All the facts from this story were told to Luke by Jesus' mother, Mary, a few years after the resurrection.  They are true. We heard how a distant Roman emperor required them to participate in a census, but unlike our census that involves someone coming to the door, this one involved winter travel: a 70 mile walk or donkey ride from Nazareth to Bethlehem.  Not something recommended for a woman who is nine-months pregnant!  But the problems got worse, for when they got there were they able to check into a nice warm Holiday Inn room?  No, there was “no room” for them--and she went into labor.  For Mary and Joseph, a dirty stable would have to be a good enough place for their child to be born.  
Tonight we celebrate the feast day of the Incarnation. "Incarnation" means that God took on human form as Jesus Christ.  God came into this real human family so that we might know Him. This was God's plan, so that we might understand that God meets us right where we are, that God understands what we go through in life, and that we are loved and accepted.  He came in hardship, and meets us in our hardship as well as in our joy. 
No matter what is going on in your earthly family, know you are God's adopted child, part of God's family. You don't need to seek Christmas magic, for what you find here tonight is real, is lasting, is life changing. This holy night, this silent night is about Jesus being born to bring you love like you have never known it before.  Will you unwrap your heart and accept Jesus tonight?  Amen.
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