Christmas Eve 2009
Luke 2:1-20

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

The travel plans were put into place and they had to go. For reasons not of their own choosing, they had to go.
We all know what that is like and we’ve all made a trip like that. The phone rings and the news is not good, you make plans, you pack a bag and you go.
We don’t really know how much time Mary and Joseph had to prepare for this trip to Bethlehem but we do know that the reason they set out on the journey was beyond their control.

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. All went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child.
An economy of words tells the story; familiar words that explain why Mary and Joseph went to Bethlehem. 
We all have our own reasons for battling the snow and traveling to Bethlehem tonight. For Mary and Joseph it was ordered by the ruling powers of the day that they should go – external factors beyond their control sent them to this little town in Judea.
You know that feeling. External factors sending you places you either don’t want to go to or are afraid to go to? 

I wonder if Joseph was fearful of making this journey with a very pregnant wife. I wonder if he resented having to travel such a distance in order to be registered.

They went because the emperor told them they had to but as is so often the case when a journey begins – there are other reasons at work as to why we go - reasons that perhaps are not known to us at the time we set out.
I’m intrigued and interested by what brings you here today/tonight. 
Why have you come to the manger?
Do you ever give pause and ask yourself that question.

Is it tradition?
Do you come to sing the carols; especially silent night.

Is it the candles?

Is it 50 minutes of peace in your chaotic and stress filled world? 

Do you come because of your children?
Many of you come because Christmas is not a secular holiday for you.

You come because this story we hear in Luke’s Gospel, this familiar story has penetrated deep into your heart and you need to hear it again and you need to come to the manger to see for yourself this thing that God has done.

Part of what I find to be so interesting in this story and frankly, why it is so important,

· is that there is no judgment from God in this story; 
· there is no shame, 
· there is nothing in this story that is meant to make us feel bad 
· or afraid 
· or make us feel like we don’t measure up to some standard that we think God has set for our lives.
That is what makes it such good news.
A child is born to a young couple forced to travel and this child is wrapped in bands of cloth and laid in a manger and like the shepherds, we are simple invited to come and see this thing God has done.

Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people:
to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,

 “Glory to God in the highest heaven,

and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”

The shepherds go to the manger to see for themselves. They don’t hold back and discuss whether or not they should go – they just do it.

This is where it begins, in a manger; a rough place, unusual, not where you would expect to find God. The shepherds gather at the manger and find grace, they find light, and they find love. They find God has come down in the most unusual and unexpected way.
Into our troubles lives and into our troubled world, God is found in a manger, God is revealed to us as a child.

This is what draws us here tonight and this is what keeps us close to the manger. The power of this witness goes deep and can carry us far. I can’t help but think of those separated by distance this night; for soldiers apart from families as they serve. For prisoners confined both justly and unjustly; for families fractured by pain, conflict and death.
This is why we stay close to the manger. Dietrich Bonhoeffer captures this in a letter written from prison to his parents on December 17th, 1943. Bonhoeffer was a Lutheran pastor imprisoned as a result of his resistance to Hitler and Nazi Germany. The whole world is at war, millions have suffered and died. No one knew how it would all end and in this context, He reminds us that we can stay close to the manger even in a prison cell.
He writes; From the Christian point of view there is no special problem about Christmas in a prison cell. For many people in this building it will probably be a more sincere and genuine occasion than in places where nothing but the name is kept. 
That misery, suffering, poverty, loneliness, helplessness and guilt mean something quite different in the eyes of God from what they mean in the judgment of man, that God will approach where men turn away, that Christ was born in a stable because there was no room for him in the inn – these are things that a prisoner can understand better than other people; for him they really are glad tidings, and that faith gives him a part of the communion of saints, a Christian fellowship breaking the bonds of time and space and reducing the months of confinement here to insignificance.

Stay close to the manger; to find your hearts deepest needs and desires. 
You have come to see with your own eyes that God has not abandoned this planet we call earth and that God has not abandoned you or me or the church.

Perhaps this is why Christmas is such a powerful event; we are invited to stay close to the manger and see with the eyes of faith God’s plan of salvation.
We are invited to stay close to the manger and gaze in wonder at what God has designed 

what God has given, 

what God is trying to tell us this Xmas.

That God is here; come as a child in wonder and grace, 
come as a child to heal our wounds, 
come as a child to love us without judgment and without fear.
Stay close to the manger.

Jesus is here.

Thanks be to God.
