A Christmas Story

Sermon for the Feast of the Incarnation (Christmas), December 24, 2008, 4pm

Reading: Luke 2:1-14

Sermon text: In that regions there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by night.

We have heard the Christmas story many times before—it is a familiar story even for small children—but I wonder what it sounded like when Luke heard it for the first time. After all he begin his gospel by addressing a person he names Theophilus, “God-lover,” and writes that he has “undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us as they were handed down on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word.” So Luke investigated carefully, talking to various old-timers—and, since he alone of the evangelists, tells the story of the shepherds at the birth of Christ, perhaps he talked to an old shepherd who told him the story. And perhaps the story went like this. 

I am an old man now, with gray hair and a bent back. These days I need a stick to lean on and I can only walk as fast as a sheep taking two steps, pausing to eat some grass and then taking two more. But when I was young, still as much a boy as a man, I loved to run on the hills outside of Bethlehem where the grass grows in clumps on the rocky soil. I had a stick then too, but I used it to prod the sheep that I watched over, and to swing against any wild dog or animal that threatened my flock. 

Back in those days, when Augustus was emperor and Herod king, Jerusalem was still a big city, full of merchants, pilgrims and soldiers. It was only fifteen miles up the Jericho road. I walked there many times with my family to offer sacrifices in the Temple on Passover and other holy days—and of course that’s where my family and I would go when it was time to sell our wool. 

It was a cold winter night, a night very much like this one. The stars were shining in the black desert sky, clear and bright—with one particularly bright star, a wanderer, straight overhead. Our flock was bedded down for the night and a group of us shepherds were gathered around a fire, Just the usual group, but we had a lot to talk about. For one thing, what about that new star that had wandered overhead. What could it mean? Was it a portend, a sign, of something about to change? Will it be for good or bad? 

We also talked about all the people who had come into town since Augustus called for a census. Hundreds of families that had moved away over the years had to come back to be registered in the town of their birth. It was quite a scene in Bethlehem, and all over the country. Many reunions, but many hardships too—for there more people than rooms and beds, and some people were forced to sleep in barns and staples.

So we talked as we usually do, until the fire began to die down and we prepared to sleep. When suddenly an angel appeared before us, not more than ten or twenty feet away! An angel! Who can describe an angel? He was brighter than the sun, yet human in likeness. Taller than a man, yet somehow not made of flesh but air—he seemed to float just above the earth. We couldn’t look and yet we couldn’t not look either. We were terrified; we thought the end was here for sure. To tell the truth, we didn’t know what to think. We were scared but there was also a feeling of amazement, as we watched the shimmering bright light—it was the glory of God, we were in the presence of the Holy One.

We feel down on our faces, not daring to look anymore. But the angle spoke—the angel spoke and we could understand. He said, “Do not be afraid. Look again, look and see—I am bringing you a message from God, good news of great joy for all people. For to you is born this day in the city of David a savior, the messiah, the Lord. And this will be how you know him—you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth lying in a manger in a stable.“

And suddenly thousands of angels appeared in the sky—an army of angels!—praising God and singing Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace and goodwill among people!

When the angels left we said to each other, well, what are we waiting for? The sheep will be fine, let’s go into Bethlehem and see this great thing the Lord has shown us! And so we ran down the hill into town and found Mary and Joseph in a staple and the child lying in a manger lined with hay. We told them what we had seen and we praised God. Everyone was in awe. What a holy night. We never forgot it. Mary, I know, treasured our words and pondered on what it could mean that her son would be the savior and messiah.

John, Mary and the baby Jesus left town soon after—and we didn’t hear more about him until Jesus had grown to be a man. He joined John the Baptist and then began proclaiming his own message of good news about the kingdom. He healed and taught—he showed he was truly the Son of God. But just as Herod tried to kill him when he was a baby, so the rulers killed him when he was a man. We cried that day in Jerusalem. But as you know young Luke, our Lord Christ rose from the dead on the third day. He appeared to many—including me!—and we have become his followers, proclaiming to all who have ears to hear the good news that the messiah has come and will come again to judge the world. It is time now to prepare. To get ready for his second coming.

I was there when he came as a baby—I don’t know if I will be alive when he comes as a king in glory—the kind of glory we saw a little bit of that night in the hills outside of Bethlehem. I don’t know when he will come—but I am ready. May he come soon to rule forever!

Perhaps the young physician Luke heard an old shepherd tell his story; perhaps he heard it from others. God alone knows. What we have is his account, along with that of Matthew, Mark and John. The Gospels vary in detail—and Mark and John omit the birth story completely. But the point of all the stories remains central and sure. God has acted with power in the birth, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, born of Mary. He fulfilled the scriptural prophecies in many ways, but what has convinced people then and now that he truly was the Son of God, the Messiah and Savior of the world, was the fact that he was raised from the dead and his Spirit of power and grace has filled those of us who follow him with faith and a call to love all people, endure any hardship, and hope for his coming again. This message has rung out through the ages, good news of great joy for all the people. 

So it is this night. And a particular piece of that good news resonates with these times. That is the greeting of the angel, don’t be afraid—as so many times elsewhere in the Bible, and as Jesus himself said to those he met upon resurrection—be not afraid. Thought the night is dark, and the wolves are howling, have faith, the day is breaking, light is on the horizon, a star is overhead and we are in the presence of God. Be not afraid. Though there is war and rumors of war, though the economy and culture churns and morphs rapidly, dislocating lives and making our futures uncertain, though nations and empires rise and fall, sects and groups of all sorts form and fade, yet the church remains, in one form or another. The message remains the same. Rejoice, for unto this day is born a savior, the Messiah, Jesus child of Mary, Christ the Lord. Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace and goodwill to all people.
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