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Good evening, and Merry Christmas!  
 
It is a joy to be gathered with you on this Christmas Eve as we remember and celebrate the birth of 
Christ.  
 
The story of Christ’s birth is one of great significance for us – a promise of God’s love offered in flesh, in 
the tangible person of Jesus.  
 
We gather on this night to remember the story once again. It is a 2000-year-old story, which is 
remembered and recollected through song, through poetry, through books and plays, and through 
candle lighQng and house decoraQons. Everyone one of us has a way in which we celebrate the story 
this Qme of year. For some, it’s the hanging of stockings and gathering for a feast around a Christmas 
table; for others, it’s the seTng up of a prized naQvity scene or aVaching the star atop the tree. For 
some it’s caroling, and for others it’s the lighQng of the family advent candles. For the children, it may 
be the opening of a lego advent calendar, and for the parents, perhaps the opening of wine advent 
calendar. Anything to get us to Christmas Day, right?  
 
In each our own way, even amidst the cultural iteraQons and commercial layers of this over-capitalisQc 
season, there’s something about this Christmas story that capQvates us. There’s a reason this story has 
persevered throughout the generaQons and across cultures. There’s a significance to this story, to the 
birth of Christ, to the presence of God incarnate that cannot be shaken. Let us spend a few moments 
reflecQng on just how powerful a story this is.  
 
For the past few weeks, we’ve been reading and learning from those whose parQcipaQon makes this 
story possible. There’s Mary – the mother of Jesus – who, as a pre-teen from a low-income family, is 
betrothed to marriage. She’s hesitant and filled with fear as the angel Gabriel interrupts her 
engagement to declare she is God’s favored who will conceive a child by the Holy Spirit, and that this 
child will be the Son of God. And yet, even as fearful as she is, knowing that such a pregnancy could 
ruin her upcoming marriage and have her killed for a perceived act of adultery, and knowing that her 
child will be a burden to the powers of church and state, puTng at risk his life, Mary declares she is 
God’s servant and will be faithful in delivering this child.  
 
Then we have Joseph, again, a man of relaQvely low stature in society, but who carries with him a 
Jewish lineage of great importance. Joseph will name the child Jesus, thus becoming Jesus’ connecQon 
to the line of King David. Upon learning of her unexpected pregnancy, Joseph was going to do the 
faithful thing and dismiss Mary quietly, saving her the risk of community shame and possibly death. But 



an angel of the Lord declared there was a beVer way, and Joseph was faithful to the Lord, 
acknowledging the limited ways of human understanding. In an act of humility and mercy, Joseph went 
through with the marriage and named the child. 
 
We remember when Mary went to visit her elder cousin Elizabeth. Her cousin’s own child-in-utero 
declared the truth of Mary’s pregnancy even as Mary was sQll a ways off, coming up the family 
driveway (or was it a donkeyway before there were cars?). John the BapQst, Elizabeth’s son-to-be, 
would be the one to prepare the way of the Lord, declaring that Jesus was more than any other person 
who had come before him; he was the Messiah, the Savior of the world. Elizabeth and Mary found in 
each other the image of the divine, and in response, Mary sings her Magnificat – a song of hope and 
promise, a song of poliQcal upheaval and societal reversal, a song that proclaims God’s preference for 
the poor, the outcast, and the overlooked.  
 
And then, as if a first-fulfillment of Mary’s song, we have the details of the night on which Jesus was 
born. This King of the Jews, this Savior of humanity, the promised Messiah who would sit at God’s right 
hand – he was born in a lower room, a basement barn, which housed the animals at night. There was 
no room upstairs in the family house for God-incarnate to be born. He was born without pomp and 
circumstance; wrapped in swaddling cloths, which had likely been used previously to care for the 
animals. If you’ve ever been in the room when a child was born, you can imagine the chaos of the 
moment. Aaer his first infant cries finally came to a sQll, he was laid to rest in the only bed available: a 
manger – a stone block, which had been carved out for feeding the donkey or horse its hay.   
 
As Mary and Joseph caught their breath, surrounded by the animals in the stable, out in the hillside, 
the angels were belQng a chorus to the shepherds in the fields. “Glory to God in the highest heaven, 
and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” The shepherds were filled with fear. This 
ragamuffin crew was not used to receiving such a heavenly visit. These men were on the low-rung of 
the societal ladder. It’s believed one became a shepherd because they couldn’t hold any other jobs. 
These were the last to expect the presence of God in their midst, much less receive an invitaQon to visit 
the newborn Son of God.  
 
The shepherds were told where to go and who they would find. And the angels proclaimed that the 
birth of this child, the arrival of the Messiah, would be good news for all people: this infant would be 
good news for the shepherds, themselves. This was uncommon to say the least – no one ever brought 
good news for the shepherds.  
 
The shepherds did as they were told – something the shepherds were used to doing: following orders. 
They found in Bethlehem, in the City of David, exactly what the angels had promised. When they saw 
the child, when the met Mary and Joseph, the told the new parents exactly what the angels had said to 
them in the fields. They told Mary and Joseph what had been told them about the child – who the child 
was, and what such a birth meant for humanity. It was just another moment of confirmaQon for Mary 
and Joseph, who heard from the shepherds a reiteraQon of what the angels had declared to them some 
9-months earlier. This child, this birth, this son – he would be like no other. He was the Son of God; he 
was the Savior of God’s created humanity; he was the one to usher in a new Covenant that would offer 
new life for all people. This child would give preference to the poor, healing to the broken and suffering, 



comfort to the grieving, prominence to the lowly, and life to the dying. This child would unseat 
emperors, he would flip the structures of power, and he would declare glory for God, and God alone.  
 
As Mary pondered all that the shepherds had spoken, the shepherds went back into the fields, 
glorifying and praising God.  
 
This is the reason we gather in droves on Christmas Eve – to remember this story. I don’t know about 
your social media feeds, but with a number of clergy colleagues on my feeds, I can’t tell you the 
number of posts and ads I saw this week for Christmas Eve services. Some churches double the number 
of services they offer on Christmas Eve to accommodate the number of addiQonal people who will 
show up to hear this story told. There’s so much power in this story, that we go to great lengths to be 
present in church on this night to recall and rehear this story being told.  
 
I remember as a child myself growing up just outside Atlanta, we used to show up 30-45 minutes early 
on Christmas Eve just to make sure we had could sit together as family in the balcony. 52 Sundays a 
year, we never showed up even 15 minutes early to church … but on Christmas Eve, if we weren’t there 
early enough, we didn’t sit together in the same pew, even in the overflow seaQng of the balcony 
 
If I’m being fully honest, I’m a bit surprised at how much people long to hear this story. And I can’t tell if 
the interest we have in this Christmas story is in what the Biblical text actually proclaims, or if, as we 
hear the story told, we revert in our minds to the photoshopped image of the naQvity that Hallmark 
sells and that commercialism pushes.  
 
Let me explain: 364 days a year, we are bombarded with division. Everything we say and do is 
scruQnized as if it were wed to a poliQcal or social issue. Every statement someone makes, every slogan 
someone creates, every post someone tweets, every concern someone raises – they are judged as 
liberal or conservaQve, and with such an affixed label, nothing we say goes unpunished or uncancelled 
by those deemed our opposite.  
 
But on Christmas Eve, on this one Holy Night, we gather together from all ends of the poliQcal and 
social spectrum and we proclaim in unison that in the birth of Christ, God shows a preference to and 
through the poor … we gather together to declare that in the presence of the shepherds, God has 
chosen to align with the lowly and outcast … we sing songs of the liVle town of Bethlehem, 
remembering how God instrumented such a massive shia in cosmic events in a place thought to be 
insignificant – a town literally located in the shadow of the city of power: Jerusalem. We sit in awe as 
Mary sings her Magnificat, as the angels declare the truth, and as the apostles recall Jesus, the Savior, 
the incarnate One will bring down the powerful from their thrones, will lia up the lowly, will fill the 
hungry with good things, and will send the rich away empty. The Mighty One will be feared from 
generaQon to generaQon, they all proclaim, and will scaVer the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  
 
For the life of me, I can’t believe that no one – not one person – stands outside a church on Christmas 
Eve with a picket sign that says “wealthy lives maVer too.” No one comes to hear the story of Christmas 
Eve and is disappointed by the lack of a promise offered in the birth narraQve for the proud, for societal 
“winners,” or for those who are already saQated with good things. There’s no contempt in our modern 



Christmas proclamaQon that Jesus’ birth declares the worth and value of those in Judea that no one in 
power cared about.  
 
364 days a year, we see in-fighQng among family and friends over whose life really maVers. And yet, on 
Christmas Eve, we sit together and hear a story that declares that God delivers the Good News in the 
person of Christ through a dark-skinned low-income pre-teen female; that God invites first to the 
presence of the newborn Son of God those oaen considered last in society; and that in this birth, a 
heavenly shia has taken place. We go to great lengths to celebrate the joy of what God has already 
done in Christ. Let us not forget, “Christmas is not merely an anniversary celebraQon of Jesus’ birth … 
but the acQve remembering of what God has already accomplished in Jesus Christ and the promise of 
the coming compleQon of God’s reign.”i 
 
I wish, for the life of me, that like the shepherds, we carried this remembrance – this story – this 
celebraQon with us every other day of the year. That we didn’t leave the praising and glorifying of God 
in the stable on Christmas, but that we went forth, back to our daily lives post-Christmas, praising and 
glorifying God for all we have seen and heard. Because it seems, that at least on this night, we all agree: 
we share the joy of this story, which carries with it a hope and promise that light does overcome dark, 
that love does overcome hate, that jusQce and peace are the preferred ways of the Lord, and that God 
centers and offers preference for the least and the lost, the lowly and the lea out, the marginalized and 
the poor. 
 
My friends, we tell this story because it illustrates so clearly God’s desire to be in relaQonship with us, 
because it invites everyone in, and because it is a promise the world so desperately needs to hear. We 
tell this story because it passes along the Good News that threads our generaQons together with hope 
and promise.  
 
So remember the story; tell this story to friends and family, neighbors and strangers; proclaim the Good 
News, that Christ is born in Bethlehem. For from this liVle town, this seemingly insignificant place, and 
from these people, those for whom society cared liVle, comes a cosmic proclamaQon, the gia of new 
life, and the fulfillment of God’s covenant with God’s created humanity. It is Christmas, and this is the 
story we remember; this is the story we tell. Thanks be to God.  
 
 
 
 

 
i Kimberly Bracken Long. Feas%ng on the Word, Preaching the Revised Common Lec%onary: Volume B, Year 1. Eds. David L. Bartle9 & 
Barbara Brown Taylor. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013.  


