Christmas Eve – SVLC – December 24, 2009

Grace to you and peace.  Jesus Christ is born to us in peace.   AMEN.
I don’t think we can understand the way it is this Christmas Eve…unless we understand the way it was.  [pause]  In those days, a decree—a mandate, a law, an un-loving, un-moving, un-questioned document—a decree went out from Cesar Augustus that all the world should be registered—human beings herded together ungraciously and just to be counted as a “nothing-but-a-number.”  But TODAY is born, this day a Savior who is Christ Jesus.  That’s what the angels sing.  In those days, Cesar made a decree; but today the angels sing a song.  The angels announce.  A song, a carol is open-ended, it’s gospel, it’s joyous, is mobile, it is to be shared and spread, it is news that’s able to be received freely or rejected.
In those days, the world was ruled by a brutal force, an empire.  The highest good was warring, military might, and that was limited to the powerful, the wealthy, and the healthy.  In those days, Cesar was Lord.  But TODAY is born, this day, the angels sing, a new kind of ruler, a ruler who showers down peace on all the earth.  Those days are over.  Peace to all nations, peace to all peoples, peace in our militaries, peace in halls of government, peace in our schools and churches, peace in our workplaces, peace in our homes, peace in our relationships, peace in our hearts, peace in our minds, peace in our souls.  Peace on earth the angels sing THIS DAY.  
In those days only a select few received joy.  Only a select few knew they were loved.  Only a select few experienced grace washing over them.  Only a select few were forgiven.   Only a select few were chosen and cared for.   Only a select few were cared about.  But TODAY is born, this day, the angels sing, one who offers joy to all, love to all, grace to all, forgiveness to all, care to all.  
And in those days, news as good as this would have been whispered in a back room, in a chamber of power, to a privileged few with Cuban cigars and Italian suits.  And it would have stayed there, hoarded and kept secret: “Oh?  The God of peace and forgiveness, joy and hope has entered the world tonight?  Good to know, I’ll have to get me some of that.”  That was in those days.

But not today.  TODAY is born, this day, the angels sing, one who is to be shared and spread.  TODAY is born the Christ, and the angels sing to shepherds, the poorest around.  The ones who no one cared about.  And the more I think about it, the ones who no one liked.  Shepherds are not to be romanticized, even on this holy night.  They were the ones with nothing, and that means they were probably up to no good.  That means they were the ones who probably stole things to provide for themselves and maybe their families.  They were a nuisance to society.  (Maybe we would be too if we had nothing.)  They were the ones who probably abused those closest to them because the crazy hours and the abysmal wages were just getting to them, so god forbid but they probably took it out on their families.  They were probably getting loaded that night in the field when the angel came.  And in those days they would have been deemed as worthless.  The scum of society, the ones the police were starting to get to know by name, the deadbeats, the gangsters, the guilty, the ones who are totally unlovable—the shepherds.  (Jesus later called himself the GOOD SHEPHERD, THE SHEPHERD OF THE VALLEY.  That’s because shepherds probably weren’t good, and Jesus just needed to “clear things up.”)  In those days the sheperds were not welcome.  They were not favored.  They had no place.  They had no food.  They had no integrity.  But those days are gone.

And TODAY is born, this day, the angels sing a Savior, who is announced first to the shepherds.  First to the untouchables, first to the un-lovables, first to the ones who had at least some of the same qualities and tendancies that sadly we all can relate to:  greed, envy, pride, anger, laziness, lust, despair and self-loathing.  TODAY there are no secrets being kept, because the angels sing out to all the world, starting with those nasty shepherds, and you and me: “GOD IS HERE.  PEACE IS NOW.  JOY AND HOPE, FORGIVENESS AND LOVE, REIGN ETERNALLY.”  [pause]       

This news is your gift to do with as you please.  [pause]  Many remain trapped in those days.  But the one who was promised is here TODAY, your burdens and sins are remembered no more.  Life and joy and peace and light has overcome all the forces and powers of evil.  This news is your gift to do with as you please.  [pause]  And this reality of TODAY comes as a baby, born in a stable, rocked by a teenager—poor and humble, without an ounce of power—but brought to the center by God.  This Christ is no decree of the Empire; it is a song of the angels.  It is a chorus, sweetly but boldly proclaimed for all the earth THIS DAY.  Those days are gone.  TODAY IS BORN THIS DAY A SAVIOR.  AND NOW WE, LIKE THE SHEPHERDS MAY GO AND SEE THE LIVING CHRIST IN OUR MIDST.  We may go AND LIVE IN NEW WAYS, LIVING AS THOUGH THE ANGELS’ SONG HAS CHANGED EVERYTHING.  Living as though we have been forgiven…because we have.  NOW WE MAY GO LIKE THE SHEPHERDS AND TELL AND SING the song of peace, forgiveness, grace and love.  Sing the song that the angels sing, the song that reforms us to be the people who God is calling us to be.  TODAY WE ARE A PEOPLE KNEELING AT THE MANGER, forgiven and freed, sent to tell.  Praise be to God.  AMEN.        

