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Living in God’s amazing grace

Liturgical Day: The Nativity of Our Lord; Christmas Eve
Date: December 24, 2006
Sermon Title: The People in Darkness Have Seen a Great Light

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

It is so good to see you all here this evening. Thank you for making the effort to
come out tonight and celebrate the birth of Christ with us at Saint Peter. Three days
ago, it wasn't entirely certain that this room would be full. For a little while I wondered if
it would be me, and my banjo, and whoever lives close enough to walk to worship. But
God is good, and so are the hard-working people in the Denver area who clear our
streets and make travel safe. I am very glad that the snow has been moved to the side,
the roads have been (for the most part) cleared off, and you all could be with us this
evening.

It has been a challenging week, hasn't it? We've seen the pictures flashed on
television news, and in the daily papers. Vacationers in the mountains sat still for hours
on I-70, trying to get back home to Denver. (Lynn Sherpe told me that her commute
from church to home, which usually takes fifteen minutes or so, took four hours on
Wednesday afternoon.) Cars and trucks slid off the roadway and spent the night in the
ditch along freeways and highways. Homeowners invested a good share of Thursday
digging out their driveways and sidewalks. I talked with a woman who lives near the
church, whose 84-year old mother was traveling here from South Carolina for Christmas,
and she had to spend two nights on the floor at DIA. Our Colorado weather affected
airplane traffic throughout the country, and caused innumerable headaches for people
with plans to travel during Christmastime this year. Stores were closed, costing them
money, and putting a crunch on last minute Christmas shoppers. When Mother Nature
rears her head in Colorado — especially when it is during the Christmas holiday — it is
challenging, to say the least.

My family has had its own trials this past week. Before the blizzard hit, we had
contractors in our home, tearing up the tile floor in our kitchen and preparing to replace
it with hardwood. Unfortunately, the job foreman made a bad call, and tore up the
linoleum in the kitchen without having it tested first. It turned out to be 85% asbestos,
creating the strong possibility that our kitchen, and possibly the rest of the house, had
been contaminated. The rest of my family was in Arizona, preparing to celebrate
Christmas with Betsy’s parents, so it didn't affect them directly. But I had to leave the
house, and all its contents, with just the clothes on my back. Nadine and Andy Nakatani
were gracious enough to make a bed available to me in their home until I could get our
home tested. As it turned out, everything was O.K. But because of the storm it took until
late Friday for a technician to make that determination. So add to the list of those who
faced a particular challenge this week a homeless pastor, and the Nakatani family, who
had to put up with me a good bit longer than they first imagined.

It is interesting to see how people respond when situations become difficult. There
has been no end of unhappy people complaining on the news shows the past few days.
The Highway Department didn't clear the streets off quickly enough. The airport didn't
have sufficient accommodations for stranded travelers. There weren’t enough rental cars
or hotel rooms available. It was too hard to get to the grocery store, or to do any
Christmas shopping. Some even complained about the snow — as if it was a surprise to
them that this kind of weather can hit Denver from time to time.

On the other hand, there were others who seemed to take it all in stride. The 84-
year old woman who was stranded at the airport talked about what a great adventure it
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was. She was offered a glass of wine by one of the merchants, and ended up playing card games with
strangers late into the night.

Truth is, what we experienced this past week, was little more than an inconvenience. We may have
missed an appointment or two, and we may not have gone as far overboard with Christmas shopping as we
had planned to. But we were tucked safely into our homes. Most of us had electricity. We were warm and had
enough food stashed away to hold us over until it was safe to travel again. For many of us, it actually turned
out to be a well-deserved vacation from the chaotic pace of life; a fun time of hanging out at home with
family.

But I am aware of others who have had it so much more difficult than that lately. There are times when
life becomes a struggle, and there is a darkness that overtakes people in those kinds of times that is palpable.
Here in our congregation, a number of families have been dealing with the failing health of a grandmother or
a grandfather. When a loved one is suffering like that, it is so hard. You want to be able to do something, but
can’t. You wish for the situation to get better, but it doesn't. It as if the pain of that person’s suffering hangs
over your head like a cloud, and makes the world just a bit darker.

The security we used to take for granted at work is no longer a reality for many of us. Just a couple of
weeks ago, a large company announced plans to let a number of their employees go at the end of the year. I
know a couple of individuals who were in danger of losing their jobs because of that drawdown, and it was
hard for them to prepare for Christmas. Plans that had been in place for weeks were put on hold. They
weren't able to be as generous with their giving as they had expected to be. As the world around them
focused on merriment and good cheer, they struggled to not be overcome by their concerns about the future.
It is as if that kind of uncertainty hangs over your head like a cloud, and makes the world just a bit darker.

When death comes, it is often difficult. It is especially challenging when it happens during the Christmas
holiday season. We lost my dad’s mother at Christmastime when I was a boy, and I still remember how hard
that was. This past week, a couple in our congregation received word about the unexpected death of their 29-
year old grandson. It has been a devastating loss to them. Family members have been trying to get to the
Denver area and gather for a funeral. When others are convening family get-togethers to exchange gifts and
sing Christmas Carols, this family is coming together to mourn the loss of one they love so deeply. It is as if
the pain of that loss hangs over your head like a cloud, and makes the world just a bit darker.

There are any number of challenges, like these, that can cause a certain darkness to come into our lives.
Sometimes we get hit by multiple challenges at the same time. When that happens, we experience a darkness
that is real; that is painful; that can overwhelm us.

But as Christians, we have hope. I can't tell you how many times I've heard people say: “Pastor, I don't
know how people without faith get through these kinds of difficulties.” And it is true: Jesus Christ is the light
that shines into the darkness of our lives, and allows us to survive — even to thrive — when the going gets
difficult. Some people reflect on life and conclude that when things are going well, it is a sign of God'’s power
and blessing. But we reflect on life and realize that it is in our deepest times of darkness that the light of
Christ shines most brightly. Tomorrow morning, when this wreath is lit again, we'll hardly be able to see its
flame. But in the darkness of this evening, the Christmas Candle shines more brightly than it ever has.

The Prophet Isaiah knew that was a powerful promise for faithful people. He spoke some 700 years
before Jesus was born, in a particularly dark time for ancient Israel. Isaiah offered them the hope of God’s
promise. He said: “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.” They trusted in that light, and found strength in God, during a
time when their very existence was hanging in the balance.

No matter what difficulties we face in life — from small inconveniences like the effects of a winter storm
in Colorado, to the loss of someone we love dearly — no matter what difficulties we face, there is good news.
Jesus is “Immanuel” — which means God with us. When we find ourselves surrounded by darkness, Jesus is
God with us, accompanying us and supporting us through any and every time of need.
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This evening is a wonderful evening — and I am so glad that you are all here with us. Some of you look
pretty familiar to me. I see you most every Sunday. Others of you I look forward to seeing each Christmas,
and perhaps at Easter as well. But as this year draws to a close, and another is about to begin, let me offer to
each of you this invitation. Why not resolve, in 2007, to spend time each week with God’s people in worship?
Don't wait until next Easter or until next Christmas. We're here every Sunday. And we'd love to have you here
with us. And I'll make you this promise: by making your faith, and your participation in a faith community, a
part of your regular daily life, you too can have the strength and courage that comes from knowing that Jesus
is with you at all times. You too can know that light that pushes back all the darkness in our lives, and allows
us to live with hope and joy.

A merry Christmas to you all. As Christ was born in Bethlehem some two thousand years ago, may he be
born anew in our hearts and lives today — in a way that sheds light on our darkness, and fills our hearts with
hope and joy. Amen.

On that first Christmas Day, it was an army of angels who sang songs of joy at the Savior’s birth. Let’s
remember their song, and sing with them. The words for “Hark the Herald Angels Sing” are printed on page 6
of your worship folders. Let’s stand together as we sing this old favorite Christmas Carol.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (December 22, 2006)

Gospel Lesson (English): '
>1 In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be

registered. * This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. > 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.
® 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. ® In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their
flock by night. ° Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around
them, and they were terrified. '° 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: ! 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!” > 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.” ° So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the
manger. ” When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; *® and all
who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. ** But Mary treasured all these words and
pondered them in her heart. ?° The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had
heard and seen, as it had been told them. '

' Link to: http://www.elca.org/dcm/worship/calendar for 2001.html for a listing of Bible lessons for the coming weeks.
" St. Luke 2:1-20, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of

Christ in the United States of America)
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Gospel Lesson (Greek):

2.1 EyéveTo d€ €v TG NUEPXLE EKELVALG EEANDEV dOYyux TTxpa Kaxioxpog Abyo0oTOU
XTTOYPXPETOXL TTROKV TAV OLKOLMEVNV. 2 XUTH XTTOYPX PN TTPWITN EYEVETO NYEUOVEVOVTOC
TAC Suplag Kupnviov. 3 KKl ETTOPEVOVTO TIRVTEG XTTOYPpXPETOXL, EKXOTOG ELG TAV EXVTOD
TOAW. 4 AvéRn &€ kL Twond &m0 TAC MXAXIXG €k TTOANeEWC NxCoxp€D €l Thv loudxiav €lg
TTOALY AU ATLG KXAELTXL BNONEEY, dLX TO Elval xOTOV €€ OLKOU KXL TIXTPLAG AxULLD, 5
XTTOYPRYPYROOXL OOV MXpL&M TH EMVNOTEVMEVH XUTW, 00O EYKOW. 6 EyéveTo B€ €V TW) €lvat
X0TOUG EKEL ETTARTONOXRV ol NUEPXL TOD TEKELV XUTAY, 7 KXL ETEKEV TOV LLOV KUTAG TOV
TIPWTOTOKOV, KXL ECTTXPYXVWOEV XUTOV KXL XVEKALVEV XUTOV €V dXTVI, dLOTL OUK AV
X0TOLg TOTTOG €V TW) KXTXAOMXTL. & KXL TTOLMEVEC AOAV €V TH XWPX TH XUTH XYPXUVAODVTEC
KXU GUAXOOTOVTEC GUAXKAC TAC VUKTOC ETTL TRV TTOLMVNV XOTWV. 9 KXL XYYEAOG KLUPLOU
ETTEOTN XOTOLC KXL OOEX KLPLOL TTEPLEAXUPEV XUTOUC, KL EPoBABNoxV PoBov Héyxy. 10
KXL ELTTEV XUTOLC O XYYEAOC UN $OPELTOE, 150D Yap eVXYYEALCOMXL DMLV XXPARV MEYXANV
ATLG E0TRL TTRVTL TW AXW, 11 OTL €ETEXON LWLV CAMEPOV TWTHP OC EOTLV XPLOTOG KUPLOG EV
TTOANEL AxL1S. 12 kXL TOOTO UMV TO OnU€ELoV, EVPAOETE BPEPOC ECTIXPYRVWHEVOV KXL
KELMEVOV €V PATVI. 13 KXL EEXLPVNG EYEVETO OLV TW XYYEAW TIABOC OTPpXTLRG 0UpxViov
XLVOOVTWYV TOV BeOV KXL AeYOVTWYV 14 dOEX €V LYLOTOLE BDeW) KXL ETTL YAC ELPAVN €V
XvOpUWITTOLG EVBOKLXC. 15 KXl EYEVETO WC XTTAABOV XTI’ XUTWV ELC TOV 0UPXRVOV OL XYYEAOL,
Ol TTOLMEVEG EARAOLV TTPOC XANANOULC DLEABWHEV O EWC BNOAEEY KL LOWMEV TO PAMK
TOOTO TO YEYOVOG O 0 KOPLOG EYVWIPLOEV NULV. 16 KXl AABXV OTTEDOXVTEG KXL XVEDPXV TAV
Te MapL&Xu KXt TOV Twond kot TO Bpédog Kelpevov v T ATV 17 IBOVTEC dE EyVUWIpLORV
TrepL ToO pAMKTOC TOO AaAnBévTog xOTOLG TTEPL TOO TTRKLOLOL TOUTOU. 18 KXL TTRVTEG OL
XKOUOXVTEC EOXOMXONRV TTEPL TWV AXANDEVTWY LTTO TWV TTOLMEVWY TTPOC KXOTOUC 19 1 €
MXXPLEM TIRVTX OUVETAPEL TX PAMXTX TROTX CUMBEXANOLOX €V T KXPOLX XUTAC. 20 KL
OTTEOTPEPRV OL TTOLMEVESG DOEXRTOVTEC KXL XLVOOVTEC TOV B€EOV ETTL TTROLV OLC NKOVOKV KL
€100V KOWC EAXAARON TTPOC XOTOVG. il

First Lesson (English):

%2 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. ? 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. * 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. * For all the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood shall be
burned as fuel for the fire. ® 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.
’ 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.

St. Luke 2:1-20, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren, Allen,
(© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart)

Isaiah 9:2-7, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in
the United States of America)



