Christmas Sermon lllustrations

21 1n 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. * 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. * 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

8 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, 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 @ manger. ** 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!

!> 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.

The Gospel According to St. Luke; 2:1-20
New Revised Standard Version Bible, (O 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National
Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America)

There is, of course, only one story that needs be told on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day: the story of the Messiah’s
birth. Any Christmas sermon worth its salt should have the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem as its central illustration. Still,
today’s preachers long for a compelling way to connect this ancient and mysterious story to the sitz en lieben of
today’s worshipper.

Enclosed in this packet is a collection of illustrations used by Christian preachers in the past few years. A few of
them are barely worth the ink it took to print them. Others, with some work, could become the nucleus for a
respectable Christmas message. Some are too old and shopworn to be effective today. Others feel a bit more fresh
and alive. There isn't a one of them that | would throw, verbatim, into one of my sermons (except for the couple that
| pulled, verbatim, out of sermons | had written). But there are a few that have sparked fresh ideas in my mind, and
have set me on the road towards a sermon that wouldn’t have emerged otherwise.

| hope this collection of illustrations will inspire you to create something that connects with the people who worship
with you this Christmas Eve. If it takes you somewhere remarkable, mail me the result at drisendal@stplc.org, and
I'll include your efforts in next year's collection.

If you decide to use one of these stories, and would like to save yourself some typing, this document can be
downloaded from:
www.stplc.org:82/Christmas_Stories.htm

Dave Risendal
Saint Peter Lutheran Church (Greenwood Village, CO)
December 9, 2009



Christmas lllustrations — 2008

It was Christmas Eve. We'd gathered on our porch under the tall palm trees and starry Haitian sky with a dozen friends
and neighbors. We'd shared a meal — rice and beans and all the fixings. The plates had been cleared away.

Someone said, “Let’s read the Christmas story.” We got out the Creole Bible and lit the kerosene lamps. One of our
neighbors, a young mane with a strong clear voice, read aloud the narrative of Jesus’ birth from the Gospel of Luke.
Afterward everyone present, including the children, shared their thoughts on the story.

There were comments about Christ entering the world as a child, about Joseph and Mary’s faithfulness, then the
discussion began to focus on the phrase, “There was no room for them in the inn,” as | recalled it from the traditional King
James.

Except in the Creole version, it read, “There was no place for them at the inn,” a light variation in translation that seems
inconsequential. At least it did to me as | heard the verse read that night and understood it as | always have — that,
literally, the inn was full with its No Vacancy sign flashing.

But our friends on the porch understood it a little differently. To them “no place” means there was no place for someone
like Mary in that Inn. There was no place for a peasant woman who had just ridden in on a donkey from the nowheresville
of Nazareth.

Pastor Shelly Satran
ELCA Pastor; Global Mission Assiciate in Haiti (2003-2005)
The Lutheran Magazine (December 19, 2006)

There is a story told of an old monastery that had fallen upon hard times. It was once a great order, but as a result of
waves of anti-monastic persecution in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the rise of secularism in the
nineteenth, all its branch houses were lost and it had become decimated to the extent that there were only five monks left
in the decaying mother house: the abbot and four others, all over seventy in age. Clearly it was a dying order. Things
looked grim.

In the deep woods surrounding the monastery there was a little hut that a rabbi from a nearby town occasionally used for
a hermitage. Through their many years of prayer and contemplation the old monks had become a bit psychic, so they
could always sense when the rabbi was in his hermitage. “The rabbi is in the woods, the rabbi is in the woods again,” they
would whisper to each other. As he agonised over the imminent death of his order, it occurred to the abbot on one of
those occasions to visit the hermitage and ask the rabbi if by some possible chance he could offer any advice that might
save the monastery.

The rabbi welcomed the abbot at his hut. But when the abbot explained the purpose of his visit, the rabbi could only
commiserate him. “I know how it is,” he exclaimed. “The spirit has gone out of the people. It is the same in my town.
Almost no-one comes to the synagogue anymore.” So the old abbot and the old rabbi wept together. They talked for a
short while and then the time came when the abbot had to leave. They embraced each other. “It has been a wonderful
thing that we should meet after all these years,” the abbot said, “but | have still failed in my purpose for coming here. Is
there nothing you can tell me, no piece of advice you can give me that would help me save my dying order?”

“No, | am sorry,” the rabbi responded. | have no advice to give. The only thing | can tell you is that the Messiah is one of
you.”

When the abbot returned to the monastery his fellow monks gathered around him to ask, “Well, what did the rabbi say?”

He couldn’t help,” the abbot answered. “We just wept and read the Torah together. The only thing he did say, just as | was
leaving — It was something cryptic — was that the Messiah is one of us. | don’t know what he meant.”

In the days and weeks and months that followed, the old monks pondered this and wondered whether there was any
possible significance to the rabbi’s words. The Messiah is one of us? Could he possibly have meant one of us monks here
at the monastery? If that's the case, which one? Do you suppose he meant the Father Abbot? He has been our leader for
more that a generation. On the other hand, he might have meant Brother Thomas. Certainly Brother Thomas is a holy
man. Everyone knows that Thomas is a man of light. Certainly he could not have meant Brother Eldred! Eldred gets so
grumpy at times. But, come to think of it, even though he is a thorn in people’s sides, when you look back on it Eldred is
virtually always right. Often very right. Maybe the rabbi did mean Brother Eldred. But surely not Brother Phillip. Phillip is so
passive, a real nobody. But then, almost mysteriously, he has a gift for somehow always being there when you need him.



He just magically appears by your side. Maybe Phillip is the Messiah. Of course the rabbi didn't mean me. He couldn't
possibly have meant me. I'm just so ordinary. Yet supposing he did? Suppose | am the Messiah? O God, not me. |
couldn’t be that much for You, could 1?

As they each contemplated in this manner, the old monks began to treat one another with extraordinary love and respect
on the off chance that one among them might be Messiah. And on the ‘off’, off chance that each monk himself might be
the Messiah, they began to treat themselves with extraordinary love and respect.

Because the forest in which it was situated was beautiful, it so happened that people still occasionally came to visit the
monastery to picnic on its tiny lawn, to wander among some of its paths, even now and then goes to go into the
dilapidated buildings to meditate. As they did so, without even being conscious of it, they sensed this aura of extraordinary
love and respect that now began to surround the five monks and seemed to radiate out from them and permeate the
atmosphere of the place. There was something strangely attractive, even compelling, about it.

Hardly knowing why, they began to come back to the monastery to picnic, to play, to pray. Its beauty drew them in. They
began to bring their friends to show them this special place. And their friends brought their friends.

Then it happened that some of the younger men who came to visit the monastery started to talk more and more with the
old monks. After a while one asked if he could join them. Then another. And another. So within a few years the monastery
had once again become a thriving order and, thanks to the rabbi’s gift, a vibrant centre of light and spirituality in the realm.

The church can be an amazing place when it is working as its supposed to — when we are treating one another as if each
person were Christ himself. When we are following the command Jesus left — “Love the Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength and love your neighbor as yourself.”

Source unknown

A Child of God

Refrain: If anybody asks you who | am; who | am; who | am;
If anybody asks you who | am, tell ‘em I'm a child of God.

Little cradle rocks tonight in glory; in glory; in glory;
Little cradle rocks tonight in glory; the Christ Child born in glory.

Peace on earth and Mary rocked the cradle; Mary rocked the cradle; Mary rocked the cradle;
Peace on earth and Mary rocked the cradle; Christ Child born in glory.

Christ child passing, singing softly; singing softly; singing softly;
Christ child passing, singing softly; Christ child born in glory.

Can't you hear the footsteps on the treetops; foot on the treetops; foot on the treetops?
Can't you hear the footsteps on the treetops; soft like the south wind blowing.

recorded by Ruth Crawford Seeger

It is mid November in Columbine, CO. The students at the elementary school are busy carving pumpkins, cutting stenciled
oak leaves from brown and orange paper. There are stories of sailing ships, travel from the old world to the new, landings
in Plymouth, early life among the pilgrims, friendly encounters with native Americans and the first Thanksgiving ... and
some thoughts about the days after. “What about Christmas? Are we going to have a Christmas play?”

As much as the principal hates the answer she must give ... she is firm even as she offers one small window of
opportunity. “Our school policy does not prohibit Christmas plays on campus... but ... teachers and school counselors can
not help in writing, planning or production. If there is to be a Christmas play you will have to do it on your own.”

Well, for that student and a few enthusiastic friends ... the principle’s words are equivalent to a hall pass. They have their
permission, and within days recruit a dozen parents and friends to begin the work Within weeks the play is written, the
stage built and rehearsals begun. The students create and publish and distribute fliers in hopes that the house will be
packed. It is.

And the single afternoon performance is both memorable and precious: Shepherds in brown bathrobes lead the
procession as one of the older students reads from Luke. Kings follow, adorned in bright adult size blazers, sleeves rolled
four or five times to accommodate tiny arms. Angels draped in white sheets with gold garland and poster board wings flap



their arms as they wing their way to the set lines memorized to herald good news of the coming birth. Joseph, head hung,
looking weary, almost shuffling is tethered to a brown three-foot high stuffed donkey which he drags up the center aisle.
And Mary, with a couch pillow stuffed under her blue drape, not only looked 9 months pregnant and more ... She holds
her tummy, she smiles, and once on stage begins to moan. Joseph, as though awakened from a stupor bangs on the
cardboard door of a makeshift Inn. The innkeeper frowns ... is stern ... NO ROOM ... MOVE ON ... but then hearing the
sighs of a woman well into labor changes his mind, points to several bails of hay, stacked one on top of the other and
says, “There ... take her there.” Joseph does as ordered, abandons his donkey, takes the hand of his beloved and the two
disappear behind the hay.

Immediately there are moans and sighs, a brief pause, then a scream. One of the shepherds calls out, “Is there a doctor
in the house?” And there on the front row, unnoticed until now, a fourth grader raises his hand. “I'm a doctor ... | can
help.” And sure enough, dressed in a white lab coat, a stethoscope across his shoulders, black bag in hand, he makes his
way to the stage, passes the shepherds and the wise men and the angels and disappears behind the hay. From behind
the hay the words are steady ... “Relax lady ... it will be OK. I'm here with you.” Then silence ...a grunt ... the cry of a
baby. At which point the Dr. reappears holding a baby, wrapped in a white garment ... with the birth announcement.

“It's a God”

The line which brings down the house and the curtain. The Doctor was very close to the truth ... was off by just one tiny
word. For the Scriptures declare that the son born to Mary was not just another god ... “a” god ... but “the” God, the one
and only God worthy of worship and praise.

Pastor Leroy Rehrer (12/22/2002)
Holy Trinity Lutheran Church
Chandler, AZ

The First Christmas Sermon Ever Preached

by St. John "The Golden Throat" Chrysostom in 386.
The Antiochian Christians were the first to celebrate the Incarnation with its own
feast day, December 25, and here® how Chrysostom addressed those assembled
on the morning of the Christ Mass:

| behold a new and wondrous mystery! My ears resound to the Shepherd® song,
piping no soft melody, but chanting full forth a heavenly hymn.

The Angels sing!

The Archangels blend their voices in harmony!
The Cherubim hymn their joyful praise!

The Seraphim exalt His glory!

All join to praise this holy feast, beholding the Godhead here on earth, and man in
heaven. He who is above, now for our redemption dwells here below; and he that
was lowly is by divine mercy raised.

Bethlehem this day resembles heaven; hearing from the stars the singing of
angelic voices; and in place of the sun, enfolds within itself on every side the Sun
of Justice.

And ask not how: for where God wills, the order of nature yields. For He willed, he had the power, He descended, He
redeemed; all things move in obedience to God.

This day He Who Is, is Born; and He Who Is becomes what He was not. For when He was God, He became man; yet not
departing from the Godhead that is His. Nor yet by any loss of divinity became He man, nor through increase became he
God from man; but being the Word He became flesh, His nature, because of impassibility, remaining unchanged.

And so the kings have come, and they have seen the heavenly King that has come upon the earth, not bringing with Him
Angels, nor Archangels, nor Thrones, nor Dominations, nor Powers, nor Principalities, but, treading a new and solitary
path, He has come forth from a spotless womb.

Yet He has not forsaken His angels, nor left them deprived of His care, nor because of His Incarnation has he departed
from the Godhead.



And behold,

Kings have come, that they might adore the heavenly King of glory;

Soldiers, that they might serve the Leader of the Hosts of Heaven,;

Women, that they might adore Him Who was born of a woman so that He might change the pains of child- birth into joy;
Virgins, to the Son of the Virgin, beholding with joy, that He Who is the Giver of milk, Who has decreed that the fountains
of the breast pour forth in ready streams, receives from a Virgin Mother the food of infancy;

Infants, that they may adore Him Who became a little child, so that out of the mouth of infants and sucklings, He might
perfect praise;

Children, to the Child Who raised up martyrs through the rage of Herod;

Men, to Him Who became man, that He might heal the miseries of His servants;

Shepherds, to the Good Shepherd Who has laid down His life for His sheep;

Priests, to Him Who has become a High Priest according to the order of Melchisedech;

Servants, to Him Who took upon Himself the form of a servant that He might bless our servitude with the reward of
freedom;

Fishermen, to Him Who from amongst fishermen chose catchers of men;

Publicans, to Him Who from amongst them named a chosen Evangelist;

Sinful women, to Him Who exposed His feet to the tears of the repentant;

And that | may embrace them all together, all sinners have come, that they may look upon the Lamb of God Who taketh
away the sins of the world.

Since therefore all rejoice, | too desire to rejoice. | too wish to share the choral dance, to celebrate the festival. But | take
my part, not plucking the harp, not shaking the Thyrsian staff, not with the music of pipes, nor holding a torch, but holding
in my arms the cradle of Christ. For this is all my hope, this my life, this my salvation, this my pipe, my harp. And bearing it
| come, and having from its power received the gift of speech, | too, with the angels, sing: Glory to God in the Highest;
and with the shepherds: and on earth peace to men of good will.



John M. Buchanan
Editor, Christian Century
December 16, 2008



Christmas lllustrations — 2007

Organized chaos...that's what Sunday School Christmas pageants usually are, aren’t they? Some of the preschoolers are
crying because they can’t see their parents; other little ones are waving madly at mom and dad; the shepherds bump into
each other because their headdresses are slipping over their eyes; and Mary and Joseph often look highly disgusted at
having to stand near each other...

Our congregation’s pageant several weeks ago was no different. | heard one adult involved say that the experience was
“like herding ducks.” At one point during the presentation, as the preschoolers sang a carol, it looked as if Mary and
Joseph were arguing; and when Mary was talking to the wise men, she put baby Jesus under one arm and her other hand
on her hip. organized chaos...and yet, wonderful.

Such was the case in a small church in Wisconsin many years ago The Sunday School Superintendent was assigning
speaking parts to the children—but what part to give Wally? Wally was a nice boy, big for his age because he had been
held back a grade. His name would probably never appear on any school honor roll, but he was well-liked and tried hard
to fit in with the other kids. Every other year, he had been relegated to being a shepherd, never saying anything, just
kneeling in wonder at the manger. But this year, the superintendent decided to take a risk. Wally would play the
innkeeper.

“Now, Wally,” she told him. “You only have two lines to remember. When Mary and Joseph come to your door, you open it
and say: ‘The inn is full. Begone!” The weeks of December passed. Every day, Wally would say to himself “The inn is full.
Begone!...The inn is full. Begone!” Final rehearsal was a little crazy, but Wally got his lines just right.

Finally the night for the pageant arrived. The church was packed full of people, (just like tonight). Familiar story unfolded,
Mary and Joseph traveled down the main aisle to Bethlehem, looking tired and worn--and arrived at the innkeeper’s door.
Joseph knocked and Wally opened the door to him, Mary, and a whole sea of faces watching him from the congregation.
Wally froze. “Please, sir,” Joseph said “my wife is going to have a baby soon. Do you have room for us to stay tonight?”
Seconds passed. Silence. The superintendent finally hissed from the side “The inn is full. Begone!” More seconds. The
boy Joseph repeated “Please sir, do you have a room for us to stay tonight?” Then it came out, all in a rush: “The inn is
full. Begone! The inn is full. Begone!” Joseph put his arm around Mary and they began to walk away with their heads
down

Maybe it was the music, maybe it was the candles, maybe it because Joseph looked so dejected Inside Wally, something
clicked and he came to life. “Wait! Wait!” he called out in a loud voice. “Mary, Joseph, please come back. You can have
my room!” And everyone laughed. Everyone. Wally’s face burned. He had messed it all up. For the rest of the pageant,
Wally's eyes were glued to the carpet, his head down

When it was all over and the congregation had finished singing “Silent Night,” he rushed toward the back of the church.
He couldn’t wait to get out of there. Before he could make it to the narthex, the Sunday School Superintendent caught his
arm “I'm...I'm sorry,” he stammered. “I just got it all wrong!” “No,” she said “no—you got it just right, Wally. Just right.”

You don’t have to be perfect to kneel at the manger. The Christmas story calls us to come—to listen to the angels...go
with the shepherds...share the stable...glimpse the star. It our story of salvation...its your story And all the parts haven’t
been taken yet.

from Pastor Ann Hultquist
Cross of Christ Lutheran Church; Broomfield, Colorado

A pastor who touched my life in a very significant way lost an eye during the Second World War. He ended up being taken
prisoner on Christmas Eve by German forces. Taken to a field hospital, it seemed as if nothing could ease the terrible pain
in his eye, nor the empty loneliness he felt in his heart. It was Christmas Eve, but there was no peace on earth. He lay in
the midst of wounded, dying men wondering if he would ever see another Christmas Day.

And then a hand reached out from the cot next to his, and a wounded German soldier tried to say something to him. He
could not understand the words, but suddenly he realized that the German was singing. In a voice filled with the anguish
of his own pain, this German was singing the words, “Silent night, holy night, all is calm, all is bright.” Slowly those
patients who could, began to sing as well, and before long the guards, the doctors and the nurses lifted up their voices in
praise to the Christ Child, the Prince of Peace. It was one of those incredible moments when like Isaiah of old, we can
glimpse a world where the power of God'’s love is greater than human hatred.

Joe E. Pennel, Jr.
Emphasis / November-December / 1995



We could put up the Christmas tree because it's that time of year, or we could point out that some 400 years ago a legend
holds that Martin Luther in Germany saw a lofty pie against the night sky with start shining through the trees. That night a
glittering tree blazing with star-bring candles was Luther’s gift to his loved ones and to the world. He is credited with
cutting the first Yule tree and covering it with lights.

“Symbols of Christmas”
C. Thomas Hilton (1st Presbyterian Church, Pompano Beach, FL)
The Clergy Journal November/December 1990

Leslie Koerselman, a Presbyterian Minister, was invited to a Christmas party a few years ago and was admiring an
exquisite créche that must have been acquired at Oberammergau. The hostess noticed that he was eyeing the créche
and went up to him to explain where she had purchased it. When she finished, Leslie said he noticed the Baby Jesus was
missing from the cradle. “Yes,” said the hostess, “we lost Jesus many years ago, and we haven’t bothered to replace
him.”

“Symbols of Christmas”
C. Thomas Hilton (1st Presbyterian Church, Pompano Beach, FL)
The Clergy Journal November/December 1990

And there were shepherds-

yes, there were shepherds, and no one seemed to like them very much. These were rough men with rough hands and
rough ways. So rough were these men, that they were not even allowed in the synagogue. They worked long hours for
little pay. No one started out to be a shepherd, but by either by hard luck or even harder living, shepherds they had
become.

| was doing pre-marital with a young couple that had come back from their new home in Mississippi. They had been
warmly welcomed by a church there. Since it was a church in my denomination, | asked if they had met any of the
pastors. They said that the only one they had met was the minister to outcasts. After a brief pause, | asked if maybe they
meant the minister of outreach. They said, that, yes, that® who he was.

But as | think about a night long ago, when the news was given to shepherds about the birth of a child for whom there was
no room in the inn, whose parents will soon have to flee for the life of their son, the idea of a minister to outcasts sounds
like something we should all be doing.

Revgilmer in Texarkana
20 Dec 2002

| think you@e right that the place was not filled with dung, though the smell of a bit of dung would be unavoidable.
According to Ken Bailey, a biblical scholar who lived in the middle East for 30 years, the "stable" was not separated from
the rest of the living quarters, it was the downstairs area with an elevated platform of stone for people and a dirt floor area
for animals to be brought in at night. The word translated "inn" is kataluma which is used by Luke another time, Luke
22:11, and translated either "guest room," or "upper room." Joseph was from Bethlehem, his family lived there, and
according to Dr. Bailey, they would have been housed with family. There was no room in the guest room, upstairs, so they
were put downstairs (the word "stable" is not in the text.) The manger was an indentation carved out in the stone platform.
The translation "inn" for "guestroom" is probably a medieval to 15th century western European and British idea that
influenced the earliest English translations.

Neill in TX
23 Dec 2002




Amid the horrors of World War [, there occurred a unique truce when, for a few hours, enemies behaved like brothers.

Christmas Eve in 1914 was tense, restless, and yet quiet on France® Western Front, from the English Channel to the
Swiss Alps. Trenches came within fifty miles of Paris. The war was only five months old, and approximately eight hundred
thousand men had been wounded or killed in the fierce fighting. Every soldier wondered whether Christmas Day would
bring another round of fighting and killing, but then something happened: British soldiers raised Merry Christmas signs,
and soon carols were heard from German and British trenches alike.

Christmas dawned with unarmed soldiers leaving their trenches as officers of both sides tried unsuccessfully to stop their
troops from meeting the enemy in the middle of the no-man®-land for songs and conversation. Exchanging small gifts--
mostly sweets and cigars-- they passed Christmas Day peacefully along literally miles of the front. At one spot, the British
played soccer with the Germans, who won three to two.

In some places, the spontaneous truce continued the next day, neither side willing to fire the first shot. Finally, the was
resumed- but only with the arrival of fresh troops. And the high command of both armies ordered that further "informal
understandings” with the enemy would be punishable as treason.

Del in LA
23 Dec 2001

Peace is something we expect to be a part of Christmas. The Jewish people expected the coming of the Messiah to bring
peace. But their idea of peace was what a strong military ruler could force upon people. We are little different from that.
We want peace, but with the understanding that the way to keep peace in Afghanistan and elsewhere is if the threat of
war if peace is not kept. But that® not the kind of peace Christ came to bring. He brought the peace that we can see in a
child-- in a baby-- in an irresistible helpless child.

Story from Dr. Bryant Kirkland, pastor of 5th Ave. Pres. Church in NY who was traveling to do a series of sermons on the
west coast. He says: | needed time on that 3 hour flight to study and prepare, so | buckled down and let everyone near me
feel the tension. Here was the message of my body language "Don®bother me, 1@ a busy man with places to go and
work to do." A young woman and a baby slipped into the seat next to me. | knew it was going to be difficult, so | kept a
straight face and looked very Presbyterian. It lasted 6 minutes. Pretty soon this little boy began fussing around. "Man,
man," he cooed up at me.

| couldn®resist. | put my sermon back into my briefcase, picked him up and just loved him all the way across the country.
When we landed in LA his mother said to me "Thank you for doing that. He lost his father not long ago. He hasn®had a
man to muss him up like that and love him. Thank you so much."

And Dr. Kirkland says he realized as he got off the plane and pushed into the crowd just how much joy and peace that
little boy had brought into his own heart when he was least prepared for it to happen. Sometimes a child can do that-- get
into a heart that has been locked up tight for years.

Join VA
23 Dec 2001

To understand how the folks of Jesus@lay perceived the shepherds 1®e given them names like Jimmy the Sneak or Joey
Two Tunics. They were pretty much viewed as hoodlums, thieves, con-men. The Pharisees made it against Israel’s
religious law to buy wool, meat, or milk from a shepherd; and the nature of the profession made it very hard for them to
participate in the religious ceremonies of the day. Even the rabbis commenting on the 23rd Psalm said, “No position in the
world is as despised as that of the shepherd.” (Midrash on Ps. 23) As a matter of fact, shepherds weren’t even permitted
to testify in court.

| can see them out there "living in the fields keeping watch over their flocks by night." My guess is that they were out there
because if there was no room for a pregnant woman and her husband, there certainly wasn®any room for a shepherd!
And with all of the other shepherds around, keeping a 24-7 on the livestock wasn®a bad idea. | visualize the shepherds
playing poker with each other, pulling cards from their sleeves and the wool over each other® eyes, smoking stogies and
telling dirty jokes. And when the Angel of the Lord appears to them | can®help thinking that they thought it was Judgment
Day, that the gig was over. No wonder they were terrified and fell on their faces. And | love the next word in the
story..."But." "BUT" the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid."

| keep coming back to the shepherds because they seem such unlikely ones to be given such a treat, an angel visitation
and to see with their own eyes, the Savior, the Messiah. But what draws me to the shepherds is their response. The wise



men show up, put their dollar in the plate and head back home. The shepherds, while not permitted to testify in court,
leave the scene and begin telling everyone the extraordinary events that they had witnessed. And | find it also marvelous
that this time, the people believed the message of the shepherds and were amazed. | guess God knows that the best
candidates are the most unlikely, that those down the deepest often end up going the widest when blessed with grace. |
think God also knows that when it comes to good news, even the hungriest of us will take a cheeseburger offered by a
bum. And so around this time of year | look for the shepherds once again and wonder where 1@ going to find them.
Maybe they® be ringing a bell by a kettle, maybe they® be sitting beside me at the Christmas Eve service. Maybe they®
be cutting in line at Wal-Mart. But | keep looking for them. Theye still out there you know, telling the amazing story,
sometimes they@e even behind the pulpit!

John near Pitts
21 Dec 2000




Christmas lllustrations — 2006

A London hotel chain says this Christmas there will be plenty of room at the Inn for Mary and Joseph. The Travelodge in
Covent Garden is offering couples named Mary and Joseph a free night® stay over Christmas this year. Hotel Manager
Sandy Leckie says, "Weee trying to make up for the hotel industry not having any rooms left on Christmas Eve, 2004
years ago."

He says his motel is more comfortable than a stable, and adds, "I just hope they don®bring their donkey." Leckie says the
offer has only one proviso, the Marys and Josephs have to prove their identities first. Leckie did not say whether or not the
hotel could provide the services of a midwife.

This Christmas season it is more important that we make room for Jesus in the midst of the holiday activities.

Reuters, Plenty of Room at Inn for Mary and Joseph, November 26, 2004,
Submitted by Jim Sandell

Tony Campolo tells the story about the late Mike Yaconelli, who told the story about a deacon in his church who wasn't
deaking. He just didn’'t do what he was supposed to do as a deacon.

One day he said to the deacon, “I have a group of young people who go to the old folks home and put on a worship
service once a month. Would you drive them to the old folks home and at least do that?” The deacon agreed.

The first Sunday the deacon was at the old folks home, he was in the back with his arms folded as the kids were doing
their thing up front. All of a sudden, someone was tugging at his arm. He looked down, and here was this old man in a
wheelchair. He took hold of the old man’s hand and the old man held his hand all during the service. The next month that
was repeated. The man in the wheelchair came and held the hand of the deacon. The next month, the next month, and
the next month.

Then the old man wasn’t there. The deacon inquired and he was told, “Oh, he’s down the hall, right hand side, third door.
He’s dying. He’s unconscious, but if you want to go down and pray over his body that’s all right.” The deacon went and
there were tubes and wires hanging out all over the place. The deacon took the man’s hand and prayed that God would
receive the man, that God would bring this man from this life into the next and give him eternal blessings.

As soon as he finished the prayer, the old man squeezed the deacon’s hand and the deacon knew that he had been
heard. He was so moved by this that tears began to run down his cheeks. He stumbled out of the room and as he did so
he bumped into a woman. She said, “He’s been waiting for you. He said that he didn’t want to die until he had the chance
to hold the hand of Jesus one more time.” The deacon was amazed at this. He said, “What do you mean?” She said,
“Well, my father would say that once a month Jesus came to this place. ‘He would take my hand and he would hold my
hand for a whole hour. | don’t want to die until | have the chance to hold the hand of Jesus one more time.”

Christmas works when we let Jesus take us into unfamiliar territory — a nursing home, a neighbor’s home, or into
something even more bizarre, like an attitude adjustment, a generous spirit, a helping hand. Whatever. The point is that
whenever and wherever we go, we are the hand of Jesus to others, and when that happens — Christmas happens.

Campolo, Tony. “Becoming what God intended you to be,” January 25, 2004, 30 Good Minutes Web Site,
30goodminutes.org.

Back in 1994, two Americans were invited by the Russian Department of Education to teach morals and ethics in their
prisons, at their businesses, fire and police departments and even at a large orphanage. They were also told they could
teach from the perspective of their faith.

So they went - as witnesses to the light, like John the Baptist "to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him"
(John 1:7). They believed that Jesus, the true light that enlightens everyone, was coming into the world (v. 8).

The experience of these two in the Russian orphanage proved to be particularly illuminating. According to one of them,
"Will Fish" - the name of a real person, perhaps, or a pseudonym for an anonymous Christian who is willing to "fish for
people" (Matthew 4:19) - there were about 100 boys and girls in the orphanage, children who had been abandoned,
abused and left in the care of a government-run program. Fish tells the following story of what happened when the holiday
season approached and it was time for the orphans to hear - for the first time - the traditional story of Christmas.



"We told them about Mary and Joseph arriving in Bethlehem," says Fish. "Finding no room in the inn, the couple went to a
stable, where the baby Jesus was born and placed in a manger. Throughout the story, the children and orphanage staff
sat in amazement as they listened. Some sat on the edges of their stools, trying to grasp every word.

"Completing the story, we gave the children three small pieces of cardboard to make a crude manger. Each child was
given a small paper square, cut from yellow napkins | had brought with me. No colored paper was available in the city.
Following instructions, the children tore the paper and carefully laid strips in the manger for straw. Small squares of
flannel, cut from a worn-out nightgown an American lady was throwing away as she left Russia, were used for the baby®
blanket. A doll-like baby was cut from tan felt we had brought from the United States.

"The orphans were busy assembling their mangers as | walked among them to see if they needed any help. All went well
until | got to one table where little Misha sat - he looked to be about 6 years old and had finished his project. As | looked at
the little boy® manger, | was startled to see not one, but two babies in the manger.

"Quickly, I called for the translator to ask the lad why there were two babies in the manger. Crossing his arms in front of
him and looking at his completed manger scene, the child began to repeat the story very seriously. For such a young boy,
who had heard the Christmas story only once, he related the happenings accurately - until he came to the part where
Mary put the baby Jesus in the manger.

"Then Misha started to ad lib. He made up his own ending to the story as he said, @nd when Mary laid the baby in the
manger, Jesus looked at me and asked me if | had a place to stay. | told him | have no mamma and | have no papa, so |
don®have any place to stay. Then Jesus told me | could stay with him. But | told him | couldn® because | didn®have a gift
to give him like everybody else did. But | wanted to stay with Jesus so much, so | thought about what | had that maybe |
could use for a gift. | thought maybe if | kept him warm, that would be a good gift. So | asked Jesus, "If | keep you warm,
will that be a good enough gift?" And Jesus told me, "If you keep me warm, that will be the best gift anybody ever gave
me." So | got into the manger, and then Jesus looked at me and he told me | could stay with him - for always.©

"As little Misha finished his story, his eyes brimmed full of tears. The little orphan had found someone who would never
abandon nor abuse him, someone who would stay with him - for always."

We call Jesus by the name Immanuel, which means "God is with us." In this Advent season, we discover, like the orphan
Misha, that the God who came in Jesus Christ will never abandon or abuse us, but will stay with us - for always.

Many years ago before anti-discrimination laws were in effect, Mrs. Rosenberg was stranded late one night at a
fashionable resort on Cape Cod — one that did not admit Jews. The desk clerk looked down at his book and said, “Sorry,
no room. The hotel is full. "The lady said, “But your sign says that you have vacancies.” The desk clerk stammered and
then said curtly, “You know that we do not admit Jews. Please try the other side of town.” Mrs. Rosenberg stiffened
noticeably and said, “I'll have you know, | have converted to your religion.” The desk clerk said, “Oh, yeah, let me give you
a little test. How was Jesus born?” “He was born to a virgin named Mary in a little town called Bethlehem,” she replied.
“Very good,” replied the clerk. “Tell me more.” “He was born in a manger.” “That’s right,” said the hotel clerk. “And why
was he born in a manger?” Mrs. Rosenberg said loudly, “Because some idiot behind a hotel desk wouldn’t give a Jewish
lady a room for the night! Any more questions?” “No.” “Didn’t think so.”

There was a gift for each of us left under the tree of life 2000 years ago by the one whose birthday we now celebrate. The
gift was withheld from no one. Some have left their packages unclaimed. Some have accepted the gift and carried it
around, but have failed to remove the wrappings and look inside to discover the hidden splendor. The packages are all
alike: In each is a scroll on which is written, "All that the Father hath is thine. " Take and live!

--Anonymous
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The phrase repeats itself over and over again in his mind: “Silent night, holy night,” “Stille nacht, heilige nacht.”

Father Joseph Mohr, Parish Priest

It® the first line from a poem this young Austrian priest had written two years before. Now he can®get the phrase out of
his mind. "Silent night, holy night." Tonight is Christmas Eve and St. Nicholas Church in Oberndorf, north of Salzburg, will
be chock-full of people. Father Joseph Mohr has a homily in mind, a message for his flock on this sacred night, but he
needs a carol, something special to cap off the service. “Silent night, holy night, All is calm, all is bright...” The words won®
go away. "l need a tune!" he says out loud, shaking his head. "I wonder if Franz can help me. | hope it® not too late."
Franz Gruber is the schoolteacher in the nearby village of Arnsdorf -- a gifted musician, organist at the Arnsdorf church,
and occasional substitute organist at St. Nicholas. "Franz will help me!" he says to himself. "He can®resist a musical
challenge."

Franz Gruber, Schoolteacher and Organist

Quickly now he slings on his heavy coat, dons a fur cap and gloves, and ventures into the brisk December morning. The
snow is crunchy underfoot as he makes his way across the churchyard towards Arnsdorf, just a 20 minute walk. "Silent
night, holy night ... silent night, holy night." The rhythm of the words echoes with each step.

Elizabeth opens the door at his knock. "Father Mohr, how nice of you to stop by. Franz will be glad to see you." She takes
his coat and ushers him in. Franz is picking something out on his guitar. "Franz, remember that poem | told you about:
@ilent Night@" says Mohr. "l know it® too late to ask, but could you help put a tune to it? | want to sing it tonight for
Christmas Eve." Gruber® face lights up. A challenge. A song. He takes the lyrics from the priest and begins to say them
over and over, looking for a cadence. Then he hums a line and scratches it down. Mohr soon tires of the process and
begins to play with the children. But within an hour or so, Gruber seems to have a melody and is working out the chords
on his guitar. "Father, how does this sound?" he calls and begins to sing the words:

Silent night, holy night, All is calm all is bright... He stops to make a correction in the manuscript, and then continues:
...&ound yon virgin, Mother and Child, Holy infant so tender and mild, Sleep in heavenly peace! Sleep in heavenly peace!

Father Mohr is ecstatic. On the second verse Gruber® deep voice is joined by Mohr® rich tenor. Elizabeth, baby on her
hip, who has been humming along, now joins them on the last verse. The song fills their home with its gentle words and
memorable melody.

New Year® Eve at St. Nicholas Church, Oberndorf, 1818

That night, December 24, 1818, the song fills St. Nicholas Church at Midnight Mass. Mohr sings tenor, Gruber bass, and
the church choir joins the refrain of each verse, while Mohr accompanies on the guitar. By the time the last notes die
away, the worshipers are a-buzz with joy and wonder at the song. On Christmas Day, the song is being hummed and
sung in dozens of homes around Oberndorf. "Silent night, holy night."

And in Oberndorf, they would sing their beloved carol again and again each Christmas. The song might have stayed right
there had it not been for an organ builder named Karl Mauracher, who came to repair the pipe organ at Arnsdorf in 1819
and made several trips to Oberndorf over the next few years, finally building a new organ for St. Nicholas in 1825.

The Song Finds Its Way to Emperors and Kings -- and to America

Whether Mauracher found the music and lyrics on the organ or they were given to him by Gruber, we don®know. But he
carried the song to the Ziller Valley east of Innsbruk, where he shared it with two local families of travelling folk singers,
the Rainers and the Strassers, who began to sing it as part of their regular repertoire. The following Christmas of 1819,
the Rainer Family Singers sang "Stille Nacht" in the village church of Fugen (Zillertal).

Three years later they sang it for royalty. Emperor Francis | of Austria and his ally Czar Alexander | of Russia were staying
in the nearby castle of Count D6nhoff (now Bubenberg Castle). The Rainer Family performed the carol and were invited to
Russia for a series of concerts.

In 1834 the Strasser Family Singers sang "Silent Night" for King Frederick William IV of Prussia. He was so taken with
what the Strassers called their "Song of Heaven," that he commanded it to be sung by his cathedral choir every Christmas
Eve. It spread through Europe and in 1839 the Raniers brought the song to America as the "Tyrolean Folk Song." Since
then it has been translated into over 300 languages and dialects.

Various English translations blossomed, but the definitive English version of the song was penned by Rev. John Freeman
Young and first published in The Sunday-School Service and Tune Book (1863).

Why Is "Silent Night" So Popular?

Why has "Silent Night" become our most beloved carol? Is it the words -- tender, intimate, gentle? Or the tune -- so
peaceful, so memorable, so easy to play or pick out with one hand on the piano? It is not a joyous, fast-paced carol like
Handel® "Joy to the World." Nor theologically-rich like Charles Wesley® "Hark, the Herald Angels Sing." Nor does it have
a complex tune like "Angels We Have Heard on High." Rather, "Silent Night" is quiet and reflective, calling us to meditate




on the scene. It is the ambience conveyed by both the gentle words and melody that create from this carol an oasis of
peace. "All is calm, all is bright." It calls us to dwell on the Madonna and Child -- "®ound yon Virgin, mother and Child,
Holy Infant, so tender and mild, Sleep in heavenly peace." You feel as the "shepherds quake at the sight." You can
imagine as "heavenly hosts sing Alleluia." And you begin to sing "Alleluia to the King" right along with them.

Rays of backlit brilliance highlight many a religious painting, but here the picture of light is painted in words: "Glories
stream from heaven afar...." "Son of God, love® pure light, Radiant beams from Thy holy face...." Just Who is in this
manger? What is the significance of this birth? What is Christmas about -- really? Perhaps most of all, "Silent Night" is
beloved because it reminds us in its simple, but exceedingly clear way, the truth behind it all -- the truth that changes
everything: "Christ, the Savior is born!" Sing it again this Christmas and let its gentle peace wash over you and its bold
assertion renew your soul. "Jesus, Lord, at thy birth! "Jesus, Lord, at thy birth!"

While the first few paragraphs of this story have been fictionalized, the historical events are true. Joseph Mohr (1792-
1848) wrote the words to "Silent Night" in 1816 while priest at Mariapharr. On Christmas Eve 1818, he asked his friend
Franz Gruber (1787-1863) to write the tune for Mass that evening at St. Nicholas Church in Oberndorf where Mohr had
been assigned in 1817. I®e been careful to rely on recent historical research into the origin of the carol, much of it
gathered since 1995, when a manuscript of the carol in Mohr® hand was found, dated 1820-1825. Some of the most
helpful (and accurate) information sources are: Bill Egan® Silent Night Museum, Egan® article "Silent Night: The Song

Heard ®ound The World," "Silent Night, Holy Night -- Notes," Hyde Flippo® "Silent Night and Christmas," the Stille Nacht

Gesellschaft by Manfred Fischer, director of the Silent Night Museum and Chapel




Christmas lllustrations — 2005

Willa Cather® Christmas story The Burglar® Christmas portrays a young man, the proverbial prodigal son, who had
moved away from his family back East and was in Chicago. Without food for many days, without friends, and with suicidal
thoughts, he decides on Christmas Eve to steal some food from a house. He had never stolen before but thinks that he is
owed some food at least on Christmas Eve. When he breaks into the home, however, he finds that he has burglarized the
house of his parents--who had moved to Chicago. His mother catches him while stealing, and he confesses all to her and
to his father.

He prepares to leave, but they say, Stay. We® make things right. He looks up at her questioningly, | wonder if you know
how much you pardon? O, my poor boy, much or little, what does it matter? Have you wandered so far and paid such a
bitter price for knowledge and not yet learned that love has nothing to do with pardon or forgiveness, that it only loves, and
loves and loves?

--From Christmas Tales: Celebrated Authors in the Magic of the Season.

Mark Twain wrote a Christmas column in a New York City daily newspaper called The New York World in which he said:

"It® my heart-warm and world-embracing Christmas hope and aspiration that all of us -- the high, the low, the rich, the
poor, the admired, the despised, the loved, the hated, the civilized, the savage -- may eventually be gathered together in a
heaven of everlasting rest and peace and bliss -- except the inventor of the telephone."

from: “Group Publishing” — www.preachingplus.com; 1/14/2004

This year New Years Eve evoked mixed emotions. Though | anticipated a new beginning, the Christmas season was
fading. As | ran errands, | noticed the signs, "Christmas Items -- 75% off." How strange that one week earlier, beautiful
decorations and lights filled the shelves.

Now, crumpled packages and damaged inventory littered the aisle. Too often the retail mentality diminishes our Christmas
celebration. As soon as December 25 passes, we discount the holiday gala to get on with the business of life. | wondered
how long it would be before | read the Christmas story in Luke 2 again? | felt sometimes | treated the gift of God® son like
retail stores treated the leftover Christmas merchandise. What | needed was a reminder of God® presence throughout the
coming year. In the Southwestern United States, luminarias are a favorite Christmas decoration. The small bags
containing a handful of sand and a candle outline walls, driveways, and homes each Christmas Eve. Tradition says these
tiny lights light the way for the Christ child on that special night. This tradition gave me an idea for New Year® Eve.

In the garage | found what | needed, candles, paper lunch bags, and matches. | enlisted my children to put sand in the
bottom of each bag and then added a candle. We outlined our drive with the New Year® Luminarias. At midnight, while
the bells pealed and skyrockets welcomed another year, we stood in our drive. The soft candlelight reminded us of God®
guiding radiance. He would be with us, no matter what the new year brought. We faced a fresh start, certain the Lord
would see us through.

In our family, our new tradition, New Year® Lights, reminds us that Jesus, the Light of the World, will never leave us or
forsake us. He is with us even to the end of the age.

from: “Fresh Ministry” — www.preachingplus.com; 1/14/2004

What do you think it would cost to purchase all the gifts mentioned in the song "The Twelve Days of Christmas? According
to PNC Financial Services Group Inc, purchasing each of the items in 2004 would cost a whopping $66,334.00. --

Aren®you glad that true love doesn®have price tag even if the gifts we exchange do? The love that we celebrate at
Christmas is priceless. The love we have for one another certainly, but also the love the God has for us that motivated him
sending his only begotten son into this sinful world to redeem us to himself.

from “Fresh Ministry” — www.preachingplus.com; 12/1/2004




Residents of a Denver homeless shelter have no idea who the middle-aged bearded man was who visited them on
Christmas Eve. They were surprised when the man parked his SUV in front of the shelter and walked into the building with
a thick roll of $100 dollar bills. The man gave each of the 300 residents of the shelter one of the bills. Before he left that
evening, the bearded stranger had given away more than $35,000. The man told the crowd that gathered how he had
once been homeless and that he knew what it was like to be in need. He declined to identify himself saying only that he
lived in the Denver area, and had made another distribution at a shelter in Las Vegas.

The biggest single donation the stranger made was to a family of six to help them find housing. Louis Quezada, Tessa
Wittner, and their four children had been living with Quezada® parents but were thrown out a few days before Christmas
after an argument. Quezada said, "He asked if he gave us the money, would we get a house with it. We said yes."

Shelter resident William Chengelis said, "It was like seeing Santa Claus and God all at once. You hear about stuff like that
but you don®think you® be there when it happens.”

Associated Press, Anonymous man doles out $35,000 in cash to Denver shelter residents
December 25, 2004
Submitted by Jim Sandell

After a year of bombings, assassinations, kidnappings, and death threats in Iragq, many Christians chose not to openly
celebrate the Christmas holiday in 2004. Only a few people braved the dangers of going to church, as attacks against
Iraqgi Christians and churches soared over the past year. Catholic Priest Peter Haddad said only 70 people came to
Christmas Eve services in a church that was built to hold more than 700. He said, "If you (had) seen this church some
years ago, (there was) no place to sit! All the churches (were) full of people, even here and even in the streets.”

The rising insecurity resulted in as many as 50,000 of Iraqg® 800,000 Christians to flee to neighboring Jordan and Syria in
the past 18 months. Those who have stayed try not to draw attention themselves, including avoiding church on Christmas
Eve. Some congregations cancelled Christmas Eve services altogether. Others refrained from putting lights or decorations
on the walls, while worshipers shunned bright-colored clothing and women kept their faces hidden behind scarves.
Outside the churches that were open, heavily armed Iraqi National Guard troops guarded the entrance, while concrete
blocks and gun-mounted military Humvee vehicles sealed off the road in front of the church to prevent an attack. Despite
the tense atmosphere, 31-year-old Dalida Sarkis went to church. She said she was determined to keep up the Christmas
spirit. Sarkis says she will not be intimidated because she believes God will protect her. The mother of four added that if
the security situation for Christians deteriorates further, she may have no choice but to leave Iraq too.

http://voanews.com, Fear and Defiance Mark Christmas for Iragi Christians
December 24, 2004
Submitted by Jim Sandell

| heard a story recently about a children® program at a public elementary school. Because they were cautious about
being too religious, they had a nice little program scheduled, and the content centered around family, friends, and fun
times during the holidays -- all of which are good things, but none of which are the reason we have Christmas. The
program was called "Christmas Love." For the grand finale, a line of kids was supposed to march across the stage with
pieces of poster board spelling out the words "Christmas Love." Their backs were turned to the audience, and at the exact
moment, they were supposed to turn around to spell the words with the letters on their poster board. Moms were
backstage to make sure they marched out in the right order, but once they got on stage, they were on their own. Sure
enough, one little girl holding the "M" in "Christmas" got her sign turned upside down. So the moment came, and the kids
turned around, and what the audience saw was not "Christmas Love" but "Christ was Love." Without meaning to, the
elementary students had told the truth of the Christmas story after all. They had set the stage for a real celebration of
Christmas!

from a sermon: “The Announcement of Salvation” by Bud Reeves; 12/5/2004




One Christmas Eve at Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City, they were getting ready for their 11:00 p.m.
Christmas Eve service. As the people were gathering, a man named Jim came in. Jim was a recovering alcoholic, sober
just six months, but his disease had cost him his family, his job, just about everything. He went in to the sanctuary for the
first Christmas Eve since his divorce, and who should sit in front of him but a happy, cheerful family of four -- dad, mom,
two precious kids anticipating the joy of Christmas morning. It was more than Jim could take. He got up and walked out of
the church. The pastor, Thomas Tewell, saw him in the foyer and said, "Jim, where are you going?" Jim replied, "I@n just
going out for a Scotch." Thomas said, "Wait a minute! Is your A. A. sponsor available?" Jim said, "It® Christmas Eve. My
sponsor is in Minnesota. There® nobody that can help me. | just came in for a word of hope, and | ended up sitting behind
this family. If | had my life together, 1@ be here with my wife and kids, too."

Pastor Tewell said, "Wait right here." He didn®know exactly what he was going to do, but it was time to start the service.
As he walked down to the front of the church, he prayed for a word of hope to give to Jim. He welcomed everyone, then
he said, "I have an announcement. If anyone here tonight is a friend of Bill Wilson -- and if you are, you know what | mean
-- could you step out for a moment and meet with me in the back of the church?" Bill Wilson is the founder of Alcoholics
Anonymous.

All over the sanctuary, men, women, college students got up and made their way to the back of the church; they
understood the announcement. The pastor went back and put Jim in the hands of people who cared. Then, while he led a
service proclaiming that God had become flesh in Jesus, the Word was being made real in the back of his church. Jim
was experiencing his word of hope.

Thomas Tewell, The Communicator® Companion, March 21, 2002

Dr. Jeremy Bassett, a pastor in Oklahoma, was observing the backstage preparations for a Christmas pageant in which
his five-year-old niece, Olivia, and her best friend, Claire, were participating. One of the little boys was going around to
everyone, saying, "l@ a sheep; what are you?" Each child responded politely, including Olivia, who told the boy she was
an angel. Then the kid walked up to Claire, who had been cast in the role of Mary. He said, "I@ a sheep; what are you?"
Claire said simply, "l@n Mary."

Realizing he was face to face with the lead character (since Jesus was a doll), the boy attempted to justify himself. He
said very seriously, "It® not easy being a sheep, you know." To which five-year-old Claire responded with equal
seriousness, "Yes, | know. It® not easy being a virgin, either."

from PreachingToday.com; a sermon by Jeremy Bassett, Oklahoma City, OK

There® a conversation in the Peanuts comic strip between Peppermint Patty and her friend Marcie. They are walking to
school and Peppermint Patty says, "I@ going to ask the teacher if | can be Mary in the Christmas play this year." Marcie
answers, "She already asked me, sir." Patty continues, "I think 1@ be great in the part." Marcie says again, "She asked me
yesterday." Ignoring her, Patty declares, "l really like the part where the angel Gabriel talks to me." Exasperated, Marcie
says, "Why would Gabriel talk to you? You never listen!"




Christmas lllustrations — 2004

Christmas is a holiday especially suited to trees. Earl W. Count® 4000 Years of Christmas (New York: Henry Schuman,
1948) is an old book brimming with new insights into our customs of Christmas. Count reveals that using evergreens at
Christmas - box, bay, ivy, holly, yew, larch, juniper, pine, spruce, fir - was a medieval practice from Northern Europe. The
green boughs served as devil-proof shields against all the evil forces of the universe, because as evergreens, these
species refuse to die, to give up their green for the winter. Citing John Snow® The Survey of London on 15th century
cultural celebrations, Count® book notes that demons fear green, the color and symbol of summer and life. "Winter kills
most of summer® train but the greens remain steadfast. Where the greens are, it is not winter. They are the enemies of
winter® white death" (64-66).

While we have lost the medieval church tradition of celebrating "Adam and Eve Day" on December 24, we yet retain some
of its character in our own Christmas tree rituals. On Adam and Eve Day common people play-acted the story of Adam
and Eve. But before the presentation, the actors would parade through town with "Adam" carrying the Tree of Life on
which apples were hung. Thus the first "Christmas trees" were born.

It is fitting to look back to this ancient Adam and Eve celebration. For the thrust of the image we are calling "Christ the
Apple Tree" is in identifying Christ as the Second Adam. From the apparently dead and withered stump of Jesse shoots
forth the green, supple new growth of a completely new being - the Second Adam, the Messiah, Jesus. Christ® birth itself
is the real Christmas tree, the true Tree of Life being made incarnate in our world. Because Christmas is celebrated in
mid-winter, originally to more easily Christianize European pagans who were already used to a festival of winter solstice,
we have often let the evergreen image overrun the message of the apple tree and the Second Adam. Christ incarnates
the Tree of Life and brings the possibility of eternal life back to all humanity. Through Christ, the Second Adam, death
itself will die, finally relinquishing its icy grip from humanity® throat.

homileticsonline.org
12/21/04

The worst crime of Christmas may not be losing sight of the manger for the marketplace. It is just as fatal to the true
meaning of Christmas to fail to recognize the other false messages. In St. Francis@ime, lepers were required to carry with
them little bells which they had to ring to warn passersby - they did this instead of shouting "Unclean!" Can we hear the
warning bells this Christmas? The bells that warn of self-centered nostalgia and sentimentality?

Yet competition for our attention has been a part of Christmas since the Church began its observance. December 25th is
the official birth date of Jesus. But the date of December 25th was assigned to Jesus as an attempt to co-opt the
celebrations of the birth of Mithras, which had been celebrated on this date by the Romans ever since the religion of
Mithras had been introduced into Rome by returning soldiers of the Roman Legion. Mithras was an Indo-Iranian god of
light, but in the Roman cult Mithras became the invincible god of celestial light: the sun. The ceremonies were marked by
a bull sacrifice, a sacramental communion of bread, water and wine, often conducted in caves or grottoes.

Jesus@ctual natal date is never mentioned in the gospels. The first reference to the Christmas festival comes in the fourth
century, when the Philocalian calendar was compiled in Rome in 336 and December 25th was set as the date. In the
Eastern Roman Empire the main celebration was January 6th. According to Pope Liberius the date was set "to counteract
the Saturnalia and the Mithraic ritual in honour of the birth of the sun."

homileticsonline.org
12/21/04




The first Christmas card, as we know it, was designed in 1843 by the artist J.C. Horsley. It measured about the size of a
postcard. From this design, one thousand cards were lithographed and hand-colored three years later for Sir Henry Cole,
first director of the South Kensington Museum, London.

The first Christmas card shows a Victorian family celebrating the gentle spirit of the season around a table. They are
making a toast to the health and happiness of their family, friends and nation. Flanking the scene of Christmas cheer and
celebration is the carrying out of the biblical concern for "Clothing the Naked" and "Feeding the Hungry." A lettered
greeting was printed underneath the picture.

The first Christmas card did not set too well with most church folk. It contained too much revelry. And the reminder of
benevolence was too graphic and hard-hitting.

But to grasp the first Christmas card is to allow it to be said of us, as it was said of the converted Scrooge at the close of
Dickens@Christmas Carol, "that he knew how to keep Christmas well, if any man alive possessed the knowledge."

homileticsonline.org
December 15, 1991

A classic story of the holy season, as retold by preacher Donald J. Shelby, perfectly illustrates this miracle of ordinarily
sacred:

A soldier was concluding sentry duty on Christmas morning. It had been his custom in other years to attend worship in his
home church on Christmas Day, but here in the outlying areas of London, it was not possible. And so, with some of his
buddies, the soldier walked down the road that led into the city just as dawn was breaking. Soon the soldiers came upon
an old gray stone building over whose main entrance were carved the words, "Queen Anne® Orphanage."” They decided
to knock and see what kind of celebration was taking place inside. In response to their knock, a matron came and
explained that the children were war orphans whose parents had been killed in the bombings.

The soldiers went inside just as the children were tumbling out of their beds. There was no Christmas tree in the corner
and no presents. The soldiers moved around the room, wishing the children a Merry Christmas and giving as gifts
whatever they had in their pockets: a stick of chewing gum, a Life Saver, a nickel or a dime, a pencil, a knife, a good luck
charm. The soldier noticed a little fellow standing alone in the corner. He looked a lot like his own nephew back home, so
he approached and asked, "And you, little guy, what do you want for Christmas?" The lad replied, "Will you hold me?" The
soldier, with tears brimming his eyes, picked up the boy, nestled him in his arms, and held him close.

Emmanuel means "God with us." But more than that, Emmanuel means God does not keep us at arm® distance. God is
with us with open arms and with hands on us. If Christ is born in us this Christmas, we too will reach with open arms to
those in need; we too will have a hands-on relationship with life and love.

Pastor Donald J. Shelby
homileticsonline.org
December 19, 1993

| always feel uncomfortable preaching on this text. It reminds me of something Garrison Keillor said many years ago.
During one of his Saturday evening broadcasts, | remember him describing the millions of Christians who show up on any
given week for worship. He described their search for meaning; their desire to know the role that God is playing in their
lives. He talked about their hope to be stirred by the Biblical story, and to respond with prayers and songs. He took note of
their need to spend time in the presence of God, and then finally said: “With all of those people showing up week after
week to spend time with God, the least the preacher could do is get out of the way.”




Christmas lllustrations — 2002

Karl Barth, the well known protestant theologian of this century, was on a streetcar one day in Basel, Switzerland, where
he was lecturing. A tourist to the city climbed on and sat down next to Barth, and the two men began to chat with each
other. "Are you new to the city," Barth asked. "Yes, 1@ here on vacation.” "You are enjoying the city?" "O yes very much."
"Is there anything you would like to see before your vacation is finished?" "Well, there is someone | would like to meet," he
said. "Oh? Who is that?" "I@ like to meet the famous theologian, Karl Barth. | don®suppose you know him, do you?"
"Well, as a matter of fact," Barth replied, "l do. | give him a shave every morning." The tourist got off the streetcar,
delighted. He hurried back to his hotel room, and could hardly wait to tell his wife. "Darling, you® never guess who | met
today. "I met Karl Barth® barber!"

God is in our world, sitting right beside us, whether we recognize God or not.

Silent Night Stille Nacht; The Real Story Of Silent Night; The History
Many interesting fables abound for the origins of "Silent Night." Most of them are fanciful and untrue.

The Christmas Eve of 1818 was at hand. Pastor Joseph Mohr of St. Nicholas Church in Oberndorf decided that he
needed a carol for the Christmas Eve service. The little poem he had written two years earlier while serving at the pilgrim
church in Mariapfarr just might work. Perhaps this poem could be set to music. He hurried off to see his friend, Franz
Xaver Gruber, who was a schoolteacher and also served as the church® organist and choir master. Maybe he could help.
He did.

In a few short hours Franz came up with the hauntingly beautiful melody that is so loved and revered to this day. At the
request of Joseph, who had a special love for his guitar, Franz composed the music for guitar accompaniment. Just short
hours later, Franz stood with his friend the pastor, Joseph, in front of the altar in St. Nicholas church and introduced "Stille
Nacht" to the congregation.

Silent Night Stille Nacht The Controversy

"Silent Night" has been translated into nearly 300 languages and dialects. It became a carol 180 years ago when Rev.
Joseph Mohr took a poem he had written in 1816 to his friend, Franz Xaver Gruber, and asked him to add a melody with
accompaniment for guitar. That night, December 24, 1818, a song was born which has become an anchor for Christmas
celebrations everywhere. Its lullaby-like melody and simple message of heavenly peace can be heard from small town
street corners in mid-America to magnificent cathedrals in Europe and from outdoor candlelight concerts in Australia to
palm-thatched huts in northern Peru.

Unfortunately the origins of the song have been embroiled in controversy for more than a century and the controversy
continues today. Erroneous tales have been written by sentimental romantics to elaborate the circumstances surrounding
the origin of "Silent Night." Many of these anecdotal stories (some found on the Internet) claim that Mohr wrote the words
on Dec. 24, 1818 in order to provide a guitar-accompanied carol for Midnight Mass. They claim the church organ did not
work because mice ate the bellows. Some have constructed elaborate scenarios for Fr. Mohr® inspiration; most of these
taking place in 1818, in the outlying areas of Oberndorf. Others have attributed the melody to Haydn, Mozart, or
Beethoven rather than its real composer, Franz Gruber.

The most recent controversy involves claims by German-born author Hanno Schilf, who operates a Silent Night Museum
in a building once thought to be the birthplace of Joseph Mohr. When the Governor of Salzburg, Franz Schausberger,
announced that recent research has shown that 9 Steingasse is not the birthplace of the poet-priest, Schilf immediately
stepped up his advertising for his museum with the claim, "The museum is at the historical birthplace from (sic) Joseph
Mohr, creator of the Carol (sic) &ilent night! Holy night!" In addition he claims that Joseph Mohr, not Franz Gruber, wrote
the melody for "Silent Night." This, despite the fact that Schilf® museum displays a replica of a Mohr arrangement of
"Stille Nacht" where one can see "Melodie von Franz Xav. Gruber" in Mohr® handwriting.

Schilf® book, which claims to be the story of how the carol originated reads like a Hollywood film script. It tells of a girl
rescued from white-slavery, the burning of the city of Salzburg, and Franz Gruber at the zither while Joseph Mohr played
guitar for the first performance of "Silent Night." When | asked Schilf where he found the source for the zither information,
he said he added that for the American readers. He claimed that the audience in the United States would not be satisfied
with a simple guitar being used for the premier of such a famous carol.



This is how history mixes with fantasy. Future historians may look at this fanciful tale and think it real. For six years, Schilf
has claimed that his book will be made into a film. Hopefully, if that happens, people will regard it as the product of a vivid
imagination rather than historic fact.

Harry Emerson Fosdick told the story of General Pickett’s baby. It was during the last slaughterous days of the Civil War
when the Confederates locked horns with the Union soldiers outside of Richmond. It was the cruelest time of the whole
war. Then one night the Confederate lines were lighted with bonfires, and the Union guards discovered that the Southern
troops were celebrating General Pickett's newborn baby, word of whose arrival had just reached the army. General Grant
was so moved by the event that he ordered the Union lines to help the Confederates celebrate the birth of Pickett's baby
by lighting up the scene with additional bonfires. The next day Grant's officers sent a graceful letter through the lines
under a flag of truce, communicating to General Pickett the congratulations of his enemies! For a moment, at least, the
insanity and slaughter of war stopped, and good will and peace prevailed--and it was all because of [the birth of] a baby!
(quoted by John Thomas Randolph, “That'’s Incredible,”

The Best Gift, Lima, OH: C.S.S. Publications; 1983; p. 26)

One year our church was asked to set up a “seasonal display” in one of our town’s shopping centers. A committee want to
work and built a display that featured a movie screen with the words over the screen taken from a familiar Christmas
hymn, “CHRIST WAS BORN FOR THIS.” While that hymn played continuously on a tape recorder, slides of scenes from
current events flashed up on the screen. Scenes of war, poverty, riots, little children, families decorating Christmas trees.
Our message: Christ was born for this, for us, for now. After two days the management of the mall called us and
demanded that we remove the display because, “Merchants feel that it is depressing and it will be bad for business
because people don't want to think about stuff like that at Christmas.”

William H. Willimon
Pulpit Resource, vol. 21, no. 4; Inver Grove Heights, MN: Logos Art Productions; 1993; p. 52-53

One Christmas Eve Bishop and Mrs. Monk Bryan’s young children were preparing to go to church for the candlelight
service. On the way their son asked his father. “Dad, are you going to let us enjoy this Christmas or are you going to try to
explain it to everybody?”

The Children’s Christmas drama was almost over. All that was left before it was declared a success; before | experienced
profound relief, was for the story of Jesus’ to be read by Jessica, an 8 year old shepherd girl. | kneeled before her, holding
the microphone as the scripture was to be read. She read so quickly that every ear strained to hear the ancient, familiar
words Luke 2:16-19 (NIV):

“So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. When they had seen him,
they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the
shepherds said to them.”

Then Jessica paused. She looked out at the congregation, reading the final words slowly and with this exact wording:
But Mary treasured up all these things and POUNDED THEM INTO HER HEART.

The story of God made into a baby is worthy of more than just a fleeting thought. The Good News of Emmanuel, God with
is, should be pounded into our hearts. Cement it there. Seal it. Pound it home so that it is the bedrock of your life.
Emmanuel. God made flesh. Pound it home.

A homeowner decided to put in a new driveway. In order to save money he decided to do all the work himself. So he
prepared the new space by removing the old broken chunks of blacktop, forming the area, and spreading a gravel base.



Then he ordered the bags of cement and, on a nice day, mixed it and poured it into place. When he was all finished he
cleaned up and went to dinner with his wife.

When they returned, he discovered some children carving initials and making handprints on their new driveway. Quickly
he jumped from their car and chased them away with ugly threats and curses. When the children were gone, his wife said,
“Honey, | thought you loved children.” “I do love children in the abstract,” he said, “but not in the concrete.”

The Word became flesh, born to save us, because our God is not an abstract God, but a loving God who desires to
“cement” a relationship with his children.. So God comes in person, catches us in our sin, and then, instead of chasing us
away with curses, embraces, forgives, and loves us. How wonderful is God!

Jerry Schmallenberger told us this Christmas Eve story at an Advent retreat workshop several years ago. He might be
able to correct what my memory has corrupted in the story. Names are probably different from those he used, but in
theory don’t matter.

Pastor Dahlrimple had a scheme to illustrate baby Jesus coming down from heaven. He asked Elder Fred to be a helper
during his sermon that night. In preparation, he carefully rigged a baby doll (Jesus) to invisible fishing line, stringing it
through hooks in the ceiling and across to Elder Fred'’s fishing pole in the wings.

As his sermon progressed, Pastor Dahlrimple would come to the words “and Jesus came down from heaven that night
and into the manger of Bethlehem.” Elder Fred was to take the cue to lower “baby Jesus” into the manger

awaiting down on the floor below.

The cue came, and the floating baby hovered over the manger, lowering precariously and swinging ever so slightly. But a
good 4 or 5 feet above the crib, the descent came to a halt and baby Jesus hung suspended above the manger. Pastor
Dahlrimple repeated the cue, hoping Elder Fred would let out more line, but to no avail...Elder Fred had - come to the end
of his rope. There Jesus hung, floating above the manger, his intended destination.

Realizing what had happened, Pastor Dahlrimple decided to take the descent into his own hands, walked over, grabbed
baby Jesus and pulled him towards the crib. Naturally, Elder Fred came running from the wings, fishing pole in hand.
Embarrassed beyond belief, he rushed back out of sight, only to yank baby Jesus back towards the heavens.

As | recall, that's the setup we got, and you can take it from there — | believe | went in the direction of God'’s arrival on
God'’s terms despite the ways we can screw up paving the way. Or maybe it was more like: if we insist on making Jesus
go exactly where we want him, we are likely to look foolish and make others seem that way, too.

When William K. McElvaney was president of Saint Paul School of Theology, he had to pick up a visiting dignitary and
lecturer at the Kansas City International Airport, which is about twenty miles north edit the city. To get there you have to
cross the Paseo Bridge, a four-lane crossing, high above the Missouri River. As he reached a point about a half-mile from
the bridge, the traffic completely stopped. Nothing moved. He was there for some time and worried about getting to the
airport on time. After about fifteen minutes, the traffic started up and moved quickly over the bridge. Bill looked for signs of
a collision, broken glass, sheared metal, anything to explain the delay. He saw nothing.

The next morning he was curious to find out what happened so he checked the newspaper. In it he found out that a man,
quite despondent, stopped his car in the outside lane of the bridge, got out, crawled over the rail, and climbed down into
the support structure of the bridge waiting to get the final desperation to jump to his death. People who saw this called the
police and a patrol wagon came. The officers spoke to him from the top of the bridge trying to get him to come up and talk,
which he refused. Meanwhile, another patrolman put on a harness with a long rope attached. The other end was tied to
the patrol wagon and the officer went over the side of the bridge. Climbing down slowly t reach the man. As the officer
moved toward him he spoke softly and assured the man that things could get better and that the people there wanted to
help him. From the top of the bridge the other police continued to feed him rope so that he could move closer. The slack,
however, increased because of the route he had to take.

Moving carefully toward him, the patrolman finally got within arm’s reach of the despondent man. As he did, the man
jumped. But the patrolman, timing his own leap with the man’s caught him in mid-air, wrapping both arms and both legs
around him in tight embrace. They then fell together until the slack in the rope ran out a good many feet below. They
bounced at the end of the rope, swinging back and forth over the yawning river.

Up on the bridge the police heard the patrolman yelling at the top of his lungs: “If you go, | go! Because I’'m going to hold
on to you until hell freezes over!”



Possible conclusion: “I don’t know what kind of hell you're caught up in this morning, but | want you to know that we
worship a God who refuses to leave us. WE are not only in God’s hands but wrapped about by divine ‘arms and legs’ in
an embrace that will not let us go until hell freezes over. This is the assurance of the God who becomes human in Christ”

--- Tex Sample, The Spectacle of Worship in a Wired World, Abandon Press, 1998, p.117-118

THE CHRISTMAS CHILD (by Alex Devasundaram )

The police and municipal authorities had arrived. The demolition squad with their destructive implements also had arrived.
The pandemonium awakened the inhabitants of a slum in Bangalore, India, who, after a very hard day® work, had
cooked, eaten and settled down to rest. The authorities had chosen that exact time to demolish their makeshift huts, made
of such ramshackle material: cardboard, pieces of tarpaulin, zinc sheets, plastic sheets and pieces of wood taken from
boxes--on the grounds that they were unauthorized squatters, the eyesore of the garden city, a breeding den of
criminals--but a gold mine of votes at election time.

Children, women, old men issued out of their wretched homes screaming when they realized that their stay in the slum
had come to an end. Women desperately reached out for their flimsy belongings, cooking pots and bundles of rice, when
the squad moved in hammering the mud walls down, tearing away rooftops, and pulling off whatever came to their hands.

While we were remonstrating with the police, one particular sight attracted us. A policeman was kicking at a mud wall
trying to push it over, and on the other side sat a 19-year-old girl, fully pregnant, scared to death. When the wall gave
over, she started having labor pains. We wondered how people so involved in securing their own things would manage to
help out this poor girl. Four women rushed to the spot and standing at four corners surrounding the girl, unwinding half of
their saris, they formed a cordon. We saw an old woman entering the enclosure, and soon after heard the squealing of a
new-born child. The old woman had cut the umbilical cord with her nails. A man brought half a bucket of water; the women
washed the mother and the baby. When we asked the authorities to stop the destruction for awhile till the baby was
delivered, they curtly replied that the poor would produce children even while dying and that the work could not be
stopped.

In total helplessness we looked for the woman. There she was, amidst the destruction, amidst people in despair,
hopelessness and anguish, serenely seated with the child swaddled in rags, beaming a radiant smile.

That was a perfect picture for a Christmas card, we thought--much nearer the original.

Even children who are well churched try to figure out the story. “Curly headed little Tommy walked into the entry hall of his
church, holding his father’s hand. The créche was on the table against the wall, just about his height. He stood for a
moment beside it, his dark eyes drawn to the babe in the manger and his parents. “Look, Daddy,” he yelled. “There’s Mary
and Joseph and the baby Jesus in his car seat.” Who is the baby in the manger?

Hope church sent a work team to work in a St. Petersburg orphanage two years ago and has supported that orphanage. A
couple who went to Russia one Christmas with another team shares their experience in a Russian orphanage. They told
the Christmas story to the children and brought simple materials for each child to make a simple créeche: a cardboard
manger, straw from cut-up yellow napkins, and brown felt for a little baby Jesus. As they watched the children work, the
couple noticed something different. A little six-year old boy named Misha had placed two babies in his manger. The
couple asked the translator to ask Misha why there were two babies in the manger. Misha folded his arms and retold the
story up to Mary laying Jesus in the manger. Then he told his own ending to the story. Misha started to ad-lib. “And when
Maria laid the baby in the manger, Jesus looked at me and asked me if | had a place to stay. | told him, ‘I have no Mama
and | have no Papa, so | don’t have any place to stay.” Then Jesus told me | could stay with him. But | told him | couldn't,
because | didn’t have a gift to give him. But | wanted to stay with Jesus so much, so | thought about what | had that
maybe | could use for a gift. | thought maybe if | kept him warm, that would be a good gift. So | asked Jesus, ‘If | keep you
warm, will that be a good enough gift?” And Jesus told me, ‘If you keep me warm, that will be the best gift anybody ever
gave me.’ So | got into the manger, and then Jesus looked at me and he told me | could stay with him--for always.”

As little Misha finished his story, his eyes brimmed full of tears that splashed down his little cheeks. Putting his hand over
his face, his head dropped to the table and he sobbed and sobbed. He had found someone who would never abandon nor
abuse him, someone who would stay with him--for always. No one could ever steal his Jesus.




It was Christmas Day. Our family had driven from our home in Los Angeles to San Francisco to have Christmas with my
husband® parents. But this year, Christmas was on a Sunday. In order for us to be at work on Monday, we found
ourselves driving the 400 miles home on Christmas Day. It is normally an eight hour drive, but with kids it can be a 14
hour endurance test. When we could stand it no longer, we stopped at a small diner in King City for lunch, road weary and
saddle sore.

As | sat Erik, our one-year-old in a high chair, | looked around the room and wondered, "Who would be in here on
Christmas Day? What am | doing in this place the day of my Savior® birth? A day for family and friends and celebration. A
day of feasting and thanking God for a life so good." My mind rambled as we settled into our places and looked at our
menus. "Who else in this place is as fortunate as we?" | thought. Beautiful children, happy marriage-all the material things
we needed and a faith that sustained us. It was a faith of which we were proud, a faith we wanted to share with others,
through our work at the church, our community service, our actions and lives.

The restaurant was nearly empty, we were the only "family.” Ours were the only children. Everyone else was busy eating,
talking quietly, aware perhaps that we were somehow out of place on this day. Then my reverie was interrupted. | heard
Erik squeal with glee: "Hithere." ( Two words he thought were one.) "Hithere." He pounded his fat baby hand on the metal
high chair tray. His face was alive with excitement-eyes wide, gums bared in a toothless grin. He wiggled and chirped and
giggled. Then | saw the source of his merriment. My eyes could not take it in all at once.

A tattered rag of a coat-dirty, greasy and worn, baggy pants-at half mast over a spindly body, toes that poked out of
would-be shoes, a shirt that had ring-around-the-collar all over. The face was like none other...gums as bare as
Erik®...hair uncombed and unwashed, whiskers too short to be called a beard, but way beyond a shadow... a nose as
varicose as the map of New York. | was too far away to smell him but | knew he smelled. And his hands were waving in
the air, flapping about on loose wrists. "Hi there baby! Hi big boy. | see ya, buster." My husband and | exchanged a look
that was a cross between, "What do we do?" and "Poor devil."

Erik continued to laugh and answer, "Hi. Hithere." Every call was echoed. | began to notice waitresses@yebrows shoot to
their foreheads. Several people near us "ahemed." This old geezer was creating a nuisance with my beautiful baby. Our
meal came but it continued. Now the old bum was shouting across the room: "Do ya know patty cake? Atta boy. Do ya
know peek-a-boo? Hey look, he knows peek-a-boo." Nobody thought it was cute. The guy was a drunk and a disturbance.
| was embarrassed. Even our six-year old asked: "Why is that man talking so loud?"

We ate in silence except for Erik who was running through his repertoire for the admiring applause of a skid-row bum.
Finally | had had enough. | turned the high chair. Erik screamed and swung around to face his old buddy. Now | was really
mad. As Dennis went to pay the check, he told me to meet him in the parking lot.

| trundled Erik out of the high chair and looked toward the exit. | thought, "Lord just let me out of here before he speaks to
me or Erik." But the old man sat waiting, his chair directly between me and the door. As | drew closer to him, | turned my
back, walking to sidestep him- and any air he might be breathing. As | did so, Erik, with his eyes riveted to his friend,
leaned out from my grasp and reached with both arms in a baby® "pick me up" position.

In a split second | came eye-to eye with the old man. "Would you let me hold your baby?" his eyes implored. But there
was no need for me to answer, as Erik propelled himself from my arms into the man®. Suddenly a very old man and a
very young baby consummated their love. Erik in an act of total trust, laid his tiny head upon the man® ragged shoulder.
The man® eyes closed, and | saw tears hover beneath his lashes. His aged hands, marked with grime and hard labor, so
gently cradled my baby® bottom and stroked his back.

| stood awestruck. The old man rocked and cradled Erik in his arms for a moment, and then his eyes opened and set
squarely on mine. "You take care of this baby," he said in a firm, commanding voice. Somehow | managed "l will" from a
throat that contained a stone.

When he pried Erik from his chest -unwillingly, longingly-it was as though the man was in pain. | held open my arms to
receive my baby and again the gentleman addressed me: "God bless you ma@m. You®e given me my Christmas gift." |
said nothing more than a muttered thanks. With the baby back in my arms | ran for the car. Dennis wondered why | was
holding Erik so tightly and saying, "My God, my God, forgive me."

It has been four years since that event. | have not forgotten one detail nor gotten over its impact. For me, the gospel
message is alive in that incident in a way that needs little explanation. It was the story of the Good Samaritan, but | was
the priest who hurried by. It was Jesus healing the leper and giving the blind sight all rolled into one, but | was the one
who was blind. It was God asking, "Are you willing to share your son for a moment?" when he shared his for eternity. It
was "Are you willing to suffer embarrassment, even in a place where you are a stranger, to bring happiness to someone
else?" It was Christ® love shown through the innocence of a tiny child who saw no sin, who made no judgment. It was the
difference between a child who saw a soul and a mother who saw a suit of clothes. It was a Christian who was blind and a
child who was not. Erik knew in his heart what | knew only in my mind; “Lord, when did | see thee hungry?"



If I could turn back the clock and relive those moments, what would | do? Would | say "Praise the Lord" or "Jesus loves
you" if | thought about it? No. Would | slip him a $10 bill and say, "Buy yourself a hamburger and a soda on me." No. |
simply would sit with him and listen. Perhaps, | would let him hold my baby for as long as he desired. It would be a
beautiful gift...for me.

William Willimon described a passage from an old Land’s End catalog — it was written by humorist and native Minnesotan
Garrison Keillor. Keillor writes:

A Christmas gift represents somebody’s theory of who you are, or who they wish you were, and of course, we
know how to handle the wildly inappropriate gift from a stranger, but what if you see yourself as a suave dude and
a swift intellect and then one year your wife — your wife — gives you a pair of singing undershorts that perform “O
Tannenbaum” when you sit down and a battery-powered coin bank in which a little farmer picks up the coin in his
pitchfork and hoists it into the silo? That's when you go through a sort of identity crisis. You'd like to get a gift that
aims high — Whitman'’s “Leaves of Grass” or a ticket to Nepal... instead here is a pair of bedroom slippers with
lights in the toes so you can see your way to the bathroom at night, or a rubber ball on a paddle. Not the thing an
inquiring mind would spend a lot of time with.

Keillor makes the point that a Christmas gift often tells us very little about who we are. But it tells a great deal about who
some other person thinks we are, or wants us to be. It is stunning to think of what it means when someone whom we love,
and who apparently loves us, perceives us in a way that is radically different from our own perception. Am | the kind of
person who seems to like things like singing underwear and tacky banks and illuminated bedroom slippers? Does my wife
think of me in that way? Does my best friend think of me in that way?

One of the tougher tasks at Christmas time can be opening gifts in front of the giver, because if you end up shocked or
dismayed by what you receive, you have to struggle to think of something helpful to say. “Oh what an interesting gift. Who
would have ever thought of that?” You don’t dare let them know what you are thinking. They'd be crushed. But at the
same time, you wonder what it means that this is what they chose for you.

Keillor finishes up his essay with this summary:
There is, for each person, a perfect gift, your heart’s desire, and nobody can give it to you except yourself.

Well that may be what the producers of the Land’s End catalog want us to think — especially given the fact that some of
those catalogs are still lying around the house a month or two after Christmas (when we’re more likely to buy merchandise
for ourselves than for someone else). And we may think that gifts given to us by others in our lives are less likely to fit us
as well as gifts we buy for ourselves. But I'm here to tell you this evening that there is one Gift Giver who knows us better
than we know ourselves. One Gift Giver who knows what we need better than we ourselves know. And that Gift Giver has
given us a gift — an amazing gift — a gift that we celebrate this evening: the gift of Jesus, the Christ, born in the manger at
Bethlehem.

William H. Willimon, “The Gift,” Pulpit Resource, Vol. 28, No. 4 (Logos Productions, Inver Grove Heights, MN, October-
December 2000).
Garrison Keillor, “What I'm Giving You for Christmas,” Lands End Catalog, 1997

A priest was trying to finish his Christmas sermon the night before Christmas Eve. His week had been full of interruptions
and commitments which had fragmented his time and left him just a bit frazzled. He no sooner got settled after one such
interruption when a nun from the orphanage came and asked if he could get a child out from under one of the beds.
Apparently he had crawled under one of them after supper and he refused to come out.

When the priest got to the bedside, he sat down and began to talk conversationally to the child about the evening; about
Christmas coming up; about the songs they would sing at church the next night. After several minutes of this, there was
no response from the child. So the priest peaked under the bed to see if he could see anything. Sure enough, he could
see the boy laying there under his bed. So he lay on the floor next to the bed and continued his monologue. But still no
response.

Well this was getting frustrating! The priest had a sermon to write, and it wasn’t going to happen with him talking to a boy
hiding under the bed. So the priest decided to crawl under the bed and lay right next to the boy. So he did, and he
continued to talk about everyday sorts of things. About a half an hour passed this way. And then, the priest noticed that
the boy had slipped his small hand into the priest’s larger one. For a while, they continued to lay there holding hands, not
saying much of anything. Finally, the priest said that it was a bit crowded under the bed, and couldn’t they go someplace
where there was a little more room. In this way, he coaxed the little boy out from under the bed.



As he reflected on this encounter, the priest realized that he had finished his sermon under the bed with the little boy. He
realized that children and adults live their lives stuck “under the bed” — confined by the limitations which result from our
circumstances, our choices and our human nature. Try as we might, we cannot get out from under our “bed.” And so God
meets us there. God took on human flesh and lived with us so that we could be released from our confines.

“Take Hold of Love” — a short story from Christmas Stories for the Heart — by Henry Carter
contributed by Allen Schoonover
Fresno, CA

Some Christmas resources on the Web:

A religious Christmas:
http://www.execpc.com/~tmuth/st_john/xmas/main.htm

A few pages of resources related to Christmas Eve and Day from TextWeek:
http://www.textweek.com/yeara/christmda.htm



