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Isaiah 9:2-7 

     The people who walked in darkness

        have seen a great light;

    those who lived in a land of deep darkness--

        on them light has shined. 

    [3] You have multiplied the nation,

        you have increased its joy;

    they rejoice before you

        as with joy at the harvest,

        as people exult when dividing plunder. 

    [4] For the yoke of their burden,

        and the bar across their shoulders,

        the rod of their oppressor,

        you have broken as on the day of Midian. 

    [5] For all the boots of the tramping warriors

        and all the garments rolled in blood

        shall be burned as fuel for the fire. 

    [6] For a child has been born for us,

        a son given to us;

    authority rests upon his shoulders;

        and he is named

    Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

        Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

    [7] His authority shall grow continually,

        and there shall be endless peace

    for the throne of David and his kingdom.

        He will establish and uphold it

    with justice and with righteousness

        from this time onward and forevermore.

    The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this.

Titus 2:11-14 

    For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, [12] training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly, [13] while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. [14] He it is who gave himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for good deeds. 

Luke 2:1-20 

    In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. [2] This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. [3] All went to their own towns to be registered. [4] 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. [5] He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. [6] While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. [7] And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 

    [8] In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. [9] Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. [10] But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for see--I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: [11] to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. [12] This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger." [13] And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 

    [14] "Glory to God in the highest heaven,

        and on earth peace among those whom he favors!" 

    [15] When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us." [16] So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. [17] When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; [18] and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. [19] But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. [20] The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 

Born For You

I bring you greetings in the name of the one born to bring hope and light to a dark and weary world.  My name is Bartholomew, and I was blessed to be one of the shepherds who were among the first to hear the good news of Jesus’ birth. Well, technically, I didn’t actually hear the news from the angels myself, but we’ll get to that part of the story in a while.  I must begin by telling you that that year had been one of the most difficult years of my life.  

You see, I was one of the older shepherds, and many folks around the town thought I would never get married.  I, too, was beginning to wonder if anything would ever go my way, when it happened.  I married Joanna, the most beautiful girl I had ever seen.  She was the light and the joy of my life, and people said that I basically stopped walking, for I would skip and run wherever I would go.  Then came the news that she was with child, and there was so much to do.  I had to build a new room to the house, and try to save up some money, and the days just seemed to fly by.  And then, one day, while I was out in the fields with my sheep, a messenger came running from the town with the news that she had gone into labor.  He had a worried look on his face, however, and I could tell that not everything was right.  I ran as fast as my feet could carry me, but by the time I got to our house, the mourners had already begun to gather.  They were silent, and in the silence, I went inside, and I saw Joanna, and the baby, lying there, still, and quiet.  There was no color in their skin, and no life in their eyes.  In one day, I lost it all.

Life took on a certain heaviness from then on, and nothing I did seemed to matter much anymore.  I went through the motions, tending my sheep and living my life, but the joy had gone out of my being, and I had nothing to say to anyone.  The only emotion I recall feeling was anger; anger at God for abandoning me.  I felt utterly and completely alone.  And then, one night, when I was out in the fields, keeping watch over my flock with some other shepherds, I actually fell asleep.  This was never a good idea when one was supposed to be on guard, but the others didn’t want to bother me, so they let me sleep.  And then, all of a sudden, one of them was shaking me, and screaming in my face, “Bartholomew, wake up!”  He was speaking so fast it took me a while to figure out what he was saying, something about angels announcing the birth of a special baby, a king for all of Israel, and we had to go and see him, right away, in Bethlehem.  Well, I had no interest in going into town to see the birth of a baby, so I told them to go ahead without me.  But they wouldn’t hear of it, and they began to drag me along with them.  

They pulled me, half running and half skipping, up one hill and down another, winding through the narrow streets of that crowded city, following the star, they said, until we reached the other edge of town.  There we found an inn, with a cave down the hill behind it, a home for the animals.  Fine, I thought, I’ve come with them this far, but I’m not going in.  There is no need for me to re-visit the pain of my lost family one more time.  So I stopped, and I sat down against the wall of the inn, staring off into the dark, night sky.  I expected to hear the sounds of laughter and the chatter of the women, excited over the birth of a baby, but I was surprised to hear nothing.  And there was something in the silence that beckoned me, and almost unknowingly, I rose to my feet and began to make my way toward the cave.  I closed my eyes as soon as I saw the child, lying in a manger, for the pain was just too great.  But then, once again, something caused me to open them, and, to my surprise, the child was looking right at me.  And, even though this was just a newborn baby, there was something in his eyes that made me feel like he knew of my pain.  And then I heard a voice, not with my ears, but with my heart, as if the child spoke to me and said, “I was born for you.”  

And in that moment, everything changed.  Well, no, my pain did not go away, and my sorrow did not vanish, but in that moment, I no longer felt alone.  This child opened my heart, a heart that I had thought was closed to love forever, and he rekindled in me a spark of hope.  And, as we returned to our flock a little later on, my eyes were drawn, not to the star that continued to shine over the cave, but to a thin, sliver of a moon, a new moon, quietly rising in the midnight sky.  That new moon symbolized for me the new life and the new hope that was rising in my heart, and it brought a new rhythm to my steps.  

I never did re-marry, and I never knew the joy of fatherhood.  But I followed that baby Jesus throughout his life, almost as if he were my own.  I went to hear him preach when I was quite an old man, and I cried when I saw him hang on the cross.  But even then, I knew that this would not be the final word, for I remembered the power of that baby Jesus, and I knew that there was nothing in heaven above or on earth below that could ever separate us from his love.  I knew that there was no darkness too dark for the light of hope to shine.  

This is the good news that I now bring to you.  Whoever you are, whatever joys or sorrows fill your heart, please know that you are not alone.  For that baby Jesus was born for you, too.  He knows your pain, he knows your hope, and he knows and he brings the love that you need to make it through the darkest of nights.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

