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Christmas Eve 
As a child there were two stories captured for me all the magic and wonder of this night.
The first was read in a beautifully decorated church on a busy city street in North Bergen.

The second was read after I had my pajamas on and I was snuggled into bed.

I’m sure that you are familiar with both stories,

for I’m confident that both will be read to a younger generation this night.

The first children’s story began… “In those days a decree when out from Emperor Augustus…” 

The second began… ‘Twas the Night Before Christmas and all through the house…

Oh the magic and wonder these children’s stories held for me...

Special decorations, Christmas cookies, presents, trees, and an overactive imagination
Surrounded these Children’s stories making them mythical and fantastic…

Both invited me to another place where sleighs flew and chimneys were magic portals;
Where being born in a stable was divine and shepherds talked with angels.

As we gather here on this sacred night, 

Amid the beauty and pageantry of this liturgy that has taken months of preparation…

I find myself looking for the joy of Christmas to push back the sadness of this world.

I find myself wanting peace and an end to war; for nations & families to stop their petty squabbles.

I find myself longing for love to prevail in hearts that are closed and cool… 

If life could only be as simple as a beautifully illustrated children’s story… 
On nights like tonight, we can find ourselves filled with nostalgia, wanting nothing to change. 
We can want for things to remain always the same, to be predictable and controllable.

For everything to return to a golden past, that keeps getting more gilded with each passing year. 
And yet the reality is that we live in a world that could hardly be described as a fairy tale…
As a nation at war, young men and women are dying in our name on the other side of the globe.

Children are starving in refugee camps as a result of violence and ethnic hatred.

Even in brightly decorated homes of suburbia, women are being abused and fear for their safety.

Families are torn apart as promises are broken.
Medical tests return positive and treatments take their toll.

Loved ones die and are greatly missed.

Economies crash and continue to cause families to suffer loss of savings and jobs.
An unchecked consumerism has left us as a nation unsatisfied and in debt.

Tonight as we gather in this sacred place, 

I wonder if joy, peace, and love are words which have any lasting meaning in our lives…
Or are they simply words to be illustrated in the books we read to our children?
Perhaps we need to strip away some of the nostalgia, the familiar illustrations and customs…

In order to look again at the Christmas story that is told in Luke’s gospel.

Delving to the very heart of Luke’s gospel we find not a children’s fantasy but a love story.

And we are invited – young and old – to a place that is very real…
To a group of outcasts, shepherds in the field, came a message of new life from heaven above.

Though the angel proclaimed it “good news”, the shepherds weren’t so sure.

In that dark night, the message brought fear… more uncertainty.

Although God was doing a new thing, they were comfortable with the old.

At least they knew what the darkness was like… how the story was supposed to go…

But the heavenly chorus proclaimed, “Fear Not” – do not be alarmed…

God’s love has come to his people in a new way…

No longer does fear need to have a controlling say in the way things are done.

In the form of a child – a vulnerable child that needs the care of first time parents –

God decided to enter our struggle and show us what love really looks like.

Once upon a time, though not too long ago, two men boarded a plane from Atlanta to Newark.

They were in their mid-thirties and traveling home after having been away on business.

Both of them were stressed out from a busy day that was far from over.  Sound familiar?
As they made their way to their seats in the crowded plane, 

They both noticed that they were seated to a mother with a small child.

Both children didn’t have a seat of their own so it promised to be ‘an interesting flight’.

Not thrilled, the first man sat down in the middle seat after muttering a greeting to the woman.

Equally un-thrilled, the other man sat down in his middle seat with a huff.

Both children were fidgeting already and it was a full half hour before take off.  

The man who sat down with a huff caught a passing stewardess and demanded a seat change.

As he was being escorted to another seat, the other businessman was wishing he did the same. 

His wish became more urgent when as the plane was taking off, the child next to him yakked.

The child got sick all over his young mother, who was beyond embarrassed.

Quickly the man located some tissues and the air sickness bag and pitched in.

His initial anger melted away as he saw the smile of gratitude on the face of the young mother.

The business man had children at home and knew that these things happen at the worst time.

Though not much was said during the flight many compassionate smiles were shared. 

The child finally fell asleep as his mother wrapped him in a sweatshirt.

When the crowded plane touched down an hour late in Newark,

The huffy businessman stormed off the plane, 

though his reassigned seat wasn’t next to a child – it wasn’t to his satisfaction either (imagine that!)

The other businessman helped with the woman’s bags as she held her child with a mother’s love.

Though the flight wasn’t ideal, it served as a good reminder of just what was important in life.

Smiling with great joy, the businessman left feeling blessed by a mother and her child.

Tonight is more than just a children’s story that has a canned & predictable ending…

Christmas reminds us that God travels right next to us;

Sometimes in the guise of a businessman, sometimes as a young woman, sometimes a sick child.

God has entered a world where brokenness, hatred, distrust, loss, and struggle are real.

God has entered a world where joy, peace, and love are words that still need defining.

But because God has entered, new life is possible. 

No longer need we be trapped by our past failures and short comings.
No longer need we be held captive by our prejudices and insecurities
No longer need we remain inactive in our response to God’s love.

More than just a children’s story…

Christmas invites each of us to ponder anew God’s awesome love that will never leave us alone.

Christmas invites each of us to joyfully respond with all of our being.
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