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Dec. 24, 2008 

"The Miracle That Is Christmas"

Christmas eve was a hectic day.  The little girl was so excited she could hardly contain herself.  Her father was worried with bundles and burdens.  Mom's nerves reached the breaking point more than once as she tried to make sure everything was cooked, wrapped, cleaned and set.  The little girl seemed to be in the way no matter where she went.  Finally, she was hustled off to bed.  As she knelt and said her bedtime prayers, the excitement and confusion of the day mixed her up a bit.  As usual, she ended her prayers with the Lord's Prayer, only this time she was heard to say, "Forgive us our Christmases, as we forgive those who Christmas against us."

This week has been a bit hectic for me – how about you?  I have moments when I don’t even feel like being here – how about you?  Yet I’m here, knowing that even if I don’t feel like being here, the Lord is here.  Because of him I find hope and strength again.






Whether Mary and Joseph felt frazzled or heavily burdened when they finally arrived at Bethlehem, we cannot know.  The Scriptures tell us that in a town over-flowing with travelers they found a place to stay – maybe a miracle in itself.  That night Jesus was born into this world, mostly unnoticed in the bustle of the town.  But Mary knew what really happened to this world at the moment he was born, because an angel had told her.  The angel Gabriel had come to Mary telling her she would give birth to the savior king. He was actually Emmanuel, God-with-us.

Miracle of Emmanuel
Many have said that God cannot become a human, let alone a baby - to suggest such a thing is either ridiculous or blasphemous.  Of course, the Incarnation, God becoming man, is what sets Christianity apart from all other world religions.  Incarnation is blasphemy to Jews and Muslims – God is way too holy and pure to come in human form.  It is preposterous to many a modern thinker, for how could anything, or anyone, arrive from outside our material reality?  But to those who hear the announcement of God-with-us it is hope and salvation.  Could God come to this world in human form.  Why not?  God, who created our material reality, can do as he pleases.  “The incarnation is like a dagger thrust into the weft of human history” (Hoskyns).  Jesus is the intervention of the Living God into human history . . . your history. 
[Lawrence of Arabia said, "No man could lead Arabs except he ate the rank's food, wore their clothes, lived level with them, yet appeared better in himself."]  Jesus knows our life: he lived it.  God did not merely step into creation; rather, He assumes all of creation into himself in the womb of Mary, for the purpose of reversing the effects of sin and to “bring it into the glorious freedom of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21). 

The Almighty One is too loving not to come in human form.  In Jesus we meet God face to face; the terrifying splendor of the Almighty meets us on our own turf.  Jesus said, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9).  Astounding!  Miraculous! 

Miracle that God gave himself for us.

God came to us and also came for us in Jesus.  The baby Jesus became a man, who was yet God; and though tempted like all humans, he did not give in to temptation.  Since God had assumed all of creation into himself through Jesus, then through Him he could assume all of the sin and brokenness, and end it there on the cross.  It is a miracle, yes, but through Jesus our physical and spiritual death is overcome and one day we will share in his resurrection.  In a sense God, Creator of the universe, in Jesus, allowed himself to be humiliated for our sake.  Isn’t that a miracle?

Miracle that anyone heard of his birth
The Scriptures tell us that in the hills on Bethlehem’s outskirts were shepherds huddled around their fires, leading uneventful lives.  They herded other people's sheep, putting in their time; maybe like yard workers, or discount store employees, taking care of other peoples’ stuff, counting the hours ‘til quitting time.  Shepherds: destined to play no significant role in human history, until those angels appeared to them.  The Bible says that a heavenly host announced Jesus’ birth.  That means a whole lot of voices.  At last the angels could let loose; let ‘er rip.  They’d been waiting for ages to shout and sing this great news.  How could anyone miss that announcement?

But in town nobody noticed anything special at all because they were all busy in the circles of their own lives, preoccupied with their own thoughts.  Not many of us are destined, it seems, to be famous, or fabulously wealthy, or extraordinarily wise.  Most of us live in the ordinary.  We will spend our lives laboring in obscurity.  Yet, unlike those living 2,000 years ago when Jesus was born, technology has given us our own websites for the world to see, our own videos or photos on the internet to be broadcast worldwide, and global communication at our fingertips.  We can communicate with people in a dozen different ways, in numerous locations, all at one time!  But when everyone (or at least a whole lot of people) can do the same, then our ability to do so is not unique.  In other words, these wonders of technology have made us ordinary again.  We still must go through our lives, and find a means to support ourselves and our families.  We still must relate to others, in our families, at work, and in the community.  We must all find something significant to do with our lives.

When the angels appeared to the shepherds, with a terrifying splendor, they said, “Do not be afraid.”  It was the same thing the angel Gabriel had said to Mary.  To encounter a message from the living God can be unsettling - not because God is fearsome, but because He is so holy that we realize we are not.  Does God still speak to people?  Are people today sensitive enough to hear God?  How many folks are sensitive to God under their busy or difficult circumstances?  Can we find minds not so preoccupied, sleep not so troubled, that God can be heard?


At that moment a new beginning was born in them, full of hope.  "He gave power to become children of God."  Those shepherds seized the moment saying, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.”


What about us?  We spend most of our days keeping our heads down, not expecting anything miraculous to happen. Family, job, social relations aren't what we hoped they’d be; financial problems, frustration and shallowness haunt us – but we accept it all.  Why? It's so easy; the whole world helps us.  Helps us get caught and trapped, encircled and hemmed in, like those shepherds in the dark and the cold around their dying fires.

Miracle that God still comes to us in Jesus

Yet angels still sing and the first thing they say is, "Do not be afraid."  Why would we have fear?  Maybe we’re afraid God will actually call us out of the ordinary patterns we complain about, but which are also our comfort.  I can imagine there were other shepherds out there that night who, when they heard the angels, just hunched over, bending nearer the fire, complaining, "It's only the wind.  Nothing ever happens out here.  Must be the wind."


The second thing the angels say is "We bring you news of great joy, a savior has been born to YOU!"  I know there is someone here tonight who needs these words.  Someone who has for years heard only the wind and whose heart has become weary; and yet maybe too proud or afraid to take a step.  Good news:  the savior has come for you!
Emmanuel, God-with-us, reaches right down to that deepest place in your life with Good News that your life is for a higher purpose; a God-appointed purpose, and he pulls you into that life.  That is what I mean by a Savior.  We’re not talking about personal mysticism or spirituality here.  We’re talking about a lightening bolt into life.


It’s a miracle that God still comes to us with the offer of a better life.  Wouldn’t it be a miracle if you truly accepted that offer?  The angels fly away as quickly as the wind, but they leave behind a powerful message:  God is still here.  Have you heard that announcement; I mean really heard it in the depths of your soul?  Don’t leave here saying to yourself, “Nobody ever told me.” 
Tonight, we sing of the birth that brought God into this world, so that we may meet Him in person.  The awesome reality of Incarnation cannot be ignored.  God has entered this world, so that we, without fear, may meet Him in person.  It’s a miracle when that happens.

