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

Merry Christmas to you all. Thank you for joining us. It is a beautiful night,
and it is nice to have you here at Saint Peter. I look forward to this night every
year. Our college students are back in town: at Christmas we see many of them for
the first time since August. Families are together. Family members who don't
usually end up here at Saint Peter — either because they worship elsewhere, or
because they don't often worship — join us for Christmas Eve, and it's good to have
them with us. I'm glad to see you all, and want to commend you for making
worship a part of your celebration of Christmas.

After all, that’s what it is all about. The earliest celebration of Christ’s birth, in
the first part of the fourth century, was called the Christ Mass. Those of you who
were (or are) Roman Catholic know what that means, don't you? Mass is the word
that Catholics use for the Eucharist, or what some Lutherans call Holy Communion.
At the heart of Christmas is the Christ Mass — the celebration of Christ in word and
sacrament. So by realizing that worship needs to be at the heart of your family’s
Christmas celebration, you have honored its original intent in an important way.

Christmas is, and ought to be, centered around this time together in worship.
In all honesty, though, I have to say that Christmas isn’t the most important time
that we to gather as God'’s people. Easter actually is the center of the Christian
church year, just as the resurrection of Jesus is the center of our faith. The Apostle
Paul wrote that if there is no resurrection, then nothing else about Jesus really
matters. ' In the resurrection, we believe that God has won the final battle over
death, and is able to assure us the gift of eternal life. So the primary focus of the
church’s life together is not on Christmas; it is on Easter. Everything that comes
before Easter (including Christmas) leads up to it. Everything that comes after
Easter follows from it.

Yet year after year, Christmas Eve worship services draw the biggest crowds,
and those of you who are with us tonight are proof of that.

No doubt, this is in part due to the lovely story that stands at the center of
Christmas: the story of a humble young couple, who welcome their first son into the
world. Images in our head abound, and most of them are very pleasant. We often
envision a scene where a pretty young woman and her handsome companion stand
at the side of a crib, filled with bright golden straw. They are surrounded by
animals, and the steam of their breath is visible, but other than that even the
animals are quiet and respectful. It is late at night, yet they are all bathed in the
soft glow of a gentle light. We see this scene on greeting cards, on Christmas tree
ornaments, and in everything from front yard displays to enormous, living Nativity
scenes. It is a nostalgic image of peace; of serenity; of comfort and joy.

In some ways, this nativity scene symbolizes the hopes and dreams of this
season. It comforts us. It inspires us. It reminds us that God can accomplish what is
remarkable from even the most humble of beginnings. And it is often the case that
during Christmas time, we find ourselves just a bit more content; just a bit more
relaxed; just a bit more joyful; just a bit more hopeful than during the rest of the
year. It seems like a time when we get a glimpse of the better angels of our human
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nature . That is how I usually experience the Christmas season.

This year seems different, though. There is a bit of a cloud hanging over our Christmas cheer. For some
of us, the parties haven't been as exuberant as in past years. For some of us the shopping hasn't been as
carefree — and we haven't been able to do as much as we may be accustomed to doing. For some of us the
Christmas vacation plans aren't as extravagant as they may have been. No matter how hard we try to ignore it
at least for this one evening, the economic forecast has cast a shadow on what usually is a light and joyful
time

Perhaps this year, even more so than in the past couple of years, the power of the Christmas message
comes from the details of the story that we often miss. In all reality, the birth of Jesus was probably not quite
as peaceful and as serene as we are tempted to imagine it was.

At Christmas time, we remember that Jesus is born into poverty. His parents, Mary and Joseph, travel to
Joseph’s ancestral home because they are commanded to do so by the emperor. Yet when they arrive, they
have neither the resources nor the influence to find a place to stay indoors. So they make their way out back,
where all the other homeless people are huddled under a shelter, and there they bed down for the night. At
Christmas time, we remember that Jesus was a refugee. When he is born, travelers from the east come to
honor him as the Newborn King. But the current king, Herod, finds out, and prompted by a dream, Joseph hits
the road again, this time traveling as far as Egypt, out of the reach of King Herod, who is hell bent on putting
this child to death before he becomes a legitimate threat. Jesus and his family leave all that is familiar and
comforting: their extended families, their home, Joseph’s livelihood. Even when the situation back home has
calmed down, Joseph and Mary are afraid to return to their hometown, and so they travel down the road 70
miles or so to another town, and resettle there.

Our Christmas cards and nativity sets depict this story as a tender, romantic tale. The birth of a beautiful
young child, surrounded by respectful and awestruck onlookers. The reality of his story is quite different,
though, isn't it? It is a birth that takes place in the context of fear and danger and uncertainty.

But here’s the important thing: even amidst the difficulties Jesus and his family face, they are able to live
with hope. Their hope is not based on the certainty of a familiar place that has been their home for
generations. Their hope is not based on the family and friends who surround them. Their hope is not based on
the expectation that the political powers have chosen to let this baby be. Their hope is not based on the
option that even if worse comes to worst, they can always return home. Their hope isn't based on a thoughtful
assessment of their situation.

Neither is ours. Our hope is not based on the quality of the Christmas parties we've attended, or the
amount of shopping that we were able to do this month, or the lavish nature of the vacations we’ve got on our
calendars. Our hope is not based on the economic strength of our country, or the prospects of the particular
company we happen to work for.

The only true hope there is comes from God. God, who promised to be with Mary and Joseph and their
child, and through them bring new life to this world; God who watched over them during their travel to
Bethlehem, during the birth of their child, and during their flight to Egypt. This same God promises to be with
you and with me, in the midst of any fear or danger or uncertainty that we may experience in life.

Some of you know that I have a favorite story about St. Francis — a faithful leader in the church who
founded the Franciscan movement in the beginning of the 13" Century. As the story goes, Francis is speaking
with some of his brothers in faith, and he asks them to describe what true Christian joy is. They throw out a
number of scenarios. “All human pain is eradicated.” “"No,” he says, “that is not true joy.” “All unbelievers
come to faith in Christ.” "No,” he says, “that is not true joy.” “All Christians join the Franciscan movement.”
“"No,” he says, “that is not true joy.” Finally, they give up, and St. Francis says: “Let’s say that I have been
away for a long journey, and I return to the friary late at night on a cold winter’s eve. I knock on the door and
the brother does not recognize me, so I leave the friary, and go into the town to find lodging, but am
unsuccessful. I return to the friary and knock a second time. Again, I am not recognized and turned away, so I
make a second trip to town. I find no place to stay, so cold and hungry, I return to the friary, and try again. A
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third time I knock on the door, but I am not recognized, and I am not allowed to enter the friary. If, in that
moment, I am at peace, that is true Christian joy.”

Francis understands what many in our day fail to perceive. True joy does not come from wealth or
comfort or security. True joy does not come from fame or power or success. True joy comes when Jesus,
whose birth we celebrate this evening, is born into our lives. True joy comes when our lives are so firmly
rooted in the promise of God, that no level of distress or difficulty can overcome us.

I doubt that the first Christmas Day played out quite how young Mary had imagined it in her mind. I
suspect that it was a good deal more frightening than she ever thought it could be. But as she treasured the
words she heard, and as she pondered them in hear heart, she was filled with what the Apostle Paul would
eventually call “the peace of God that passes all understanding.”

Tonight we pray that you too might know the peace Mary knew; the peace the Apostle Paul described in
his letters. We pray that you too might know the true Christian joy which filled the heart of St. Francis. We
pray that as Christ is born anew in your life and in your home, you might know the hope which sustained the
Holy Family through the difficult early years of Jesus’ life. We have a God who is not unfamiliar with distress
and difficulty, and who offers to be our hope, our joy and our peace, even in the most difficult of times. For
that we give thanks tonight.

A merry Christmas to each and every one of you. And as you place your hope and trust in Christ, may
the peace of God that surpasses all understanding guide your hearts and your minds in Jesus Christ. " Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (January 2, 2009)

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

registered. * This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. * All
went to their own towns to be registered. * Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to
Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of
David. > He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child.
® While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. ” And she gave birth to her firstborn
son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for
them in the inn. 8 In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their
flock by night. ° Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around
them, and they were terrified. '° But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing
you good news of great joy for all the people: ! to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior,
who is the Messiah, the Lord. ** This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of
cloth and lying in a manger.” ** And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly
host, praising God and saying, * “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among
those whom he favors!” > When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to
one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has
made known to us.” '® So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the
manger. ” When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; *® and all
who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. '° But Mary treasured all these words and
pondered them in her heart. ** The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had
heard and seen, as it had been told them. *

" Philippians 4:7 , New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of

Christ in the United States of America).

il A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church_year/lectionary.html

v St. Luke 2:1-20, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of
Christ in the United States of America).
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Gospel Lesson (Greek):

2.1 EyéveTo O€ €V THUG NUEPKLE EKELVXLG EEANDEV dOYuX TTp& Kxiooxpog AbyoloTou
XTTOYPXPETOHNL TIROXV THV OLKOUMEVNV. 2 XXTN XTTOYpXdN TIPWTH EYEVETO NYEMOVEDOVTOC
TAC Zuplxg Kupnviov. 3 KXl ETTOPEVOVTO TIRVTEC XTTOYPXPETDNL, EKXOTOC ELC TAV EXVTOD
TTOALV. 4 AvERN &€ kL Twond &TTo Thg FaAAXixg €k TTOAewg NaxCoped el TAV lovdaiav €lg
TTOALV AXULD TLG KXAELTXL BNOAEEY, SLX TO ElVAXL XOTOV €E 00KOU KXL TIXTPLAC AxULLd, 5
XTTOYpXYPYXOOXL OOV MXPLAM TH EUVNOTEVUEVH XOTW, 0001 EYKOW. 6 EYEVETO OE €V TW) ElvaL
XUTOUC EKEL ETTARCONCAV XL NUEPXL TOD TEKELY XUTRAV, 7 KXL TEKEV TOV LLOV KXUTAG TOV
TIPWTOTOKOV, KXL ETTIXPYXVWOEV XVUTOV KXL XVEKALVEV XOTOV €V PXTVH, dLOTL OVUK AV
XUTOLG TOTTOG €V TW KXTOXAUUXTL. 8 KXL TTOLMEVEG HORV €V T XWPK T XUTH XYpPXULAOOVTEC
KXL PUAKOTOVTEG PUAKRKAG THC VUKTOG ETTL TAV TTOLMVIV XOUTWV. 9 KXL YYEANOG KLUPLOU
ETTEOTN KXUTOLG KXL DOEX KUPLOUL TTEPLEAXMYPEV XUTOVG, KXL €poBrOnonav ¢ofov péyay. 10
KXL ELTTEV XUTOLG O YYEANOC U POPELTOE, 100V Y p €eVXYYEALLOMKL DUV XXPXV HEYXANV TLC
€OTHL TTXVTL TW AXW, 1T OTL ETEXON LMLV OUEPOV OCWTHAP G EOTLV XPLOTOC KUPLOG EV TTONEL
Acxvid. 12 kXt ToOTO UMV TO ONUELoV, EVPNOETE BPEDOC ETTIXPYXVWHEVOV KXL KELUEVOV €V
daTVN. 13 KX EEXiDVNC EYEVETO OLV TW XYYEAW TIAABOG OTPATIAG OVPXVIOU XLVOUVTWY TOV
DeOV KXL AEYOVTWV 14 BOEX €V DYLOTOLG BeW) KXL ETTL YA ELPRVN €V &XVOPpWTTOLE EVdOKIXG. 15
Kol €yéveTo wg XTTAABOV &TT’ xOTWV ELG TOV 0UPXRVOV Ol YYEAOL, OL TTOLMEVEC EAXAOLV TTPOG
XAAAAOULG SLEABWUEV BN WG BnOAEeY kol dwuev TO pAMX ToOTO TO YEYOVOG O KUPLOG
EYVWPLOEV NULV. 16 KXl AABXV OTTEDTAVTEC KXL XVEDPXV THV TE MaXPpLXM KXL TOV Twond KXl
TO Bp€POg KELUEVOV €V T d&TVN 17 1OOVTEG dE EyvwpLoxV TTEPL TOD PAMKTOC TOD
AxANBOévtog x0TOLG TTEPL TOD TTAKLOLOL TOUTOU. 18 KXL TIRVTEG Ol XKOVTKVTEG EDXOURTV
TTEPL TWV AXANDEVTWV UTTO TWV TTOLMEVWYV TTPOG KXUTOUC 19 1] € MXPLEM TTRVTX TUVETHPEL
TR PAMXTH TROTX CUMBXANOLOX €V TH KXPOLX XOTAC. 20 KXL LTTECTPEPXV OL TTOLMEVEC
d0EXTOVTEC KXL XLVOOVTEC TOV BEOV ETTL TTROLV OLC KOLOKV KXL ELOOV KXOWCS EAXARON TTPOC
x0TO0G.v

First Lesson (English):

** The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep
darkness— on them light has shined. ? You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy; they
rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when dividing plunder. * For the yoke of
their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have broken as on the
day of Midian. ° For all the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood shall be
burned as fuel for the fire. ® For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon
his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
’ His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his
kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time onward and
forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this. *

Vi

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

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



