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

Thank you for being part of our worship service this evening at Saint Peter — it
is gift to us for you to be here, especially on a night that is cold as this one.
Although I say that with a little hesitation, because it certainly isn't the coldest
Christmas night I've experienced. I'll never forget my last Christmas in Minnesota.
In 1983 I was home with my parents and brother and sister for our last Christmas
together before I became a Pastor. We had been watching the news, and saw that
it was going to be a record cold evening that year on Christmas Eve. My dad, being
practical and cautious, worried that it was so cold his car might not start after the
11:00 p.m. service — the service we usually attended. So not wanting to deal with
that situation, my family decided to go to the 4:00 pm service instead. It was a
disappointment for me to miss that late-night service, and to make matters worse,
our church was being remodeled so Christmas services were held in the gymnasium
that year. Needless to say, the service was a bit less inspiring than what I had
hoped for, so after we had our family dinner and unwrapped all of our presents, I
decided to walk downtown to the local Episcopal church by myself, and join them
for worship. It was a lovely service — really all that I had hoped for. But the surprise
came the next morning when I read in the paper that I had walked to church that
night when the wind chill was registering about 58 degrees below zero. So I'm glad
that you braved the cold and made it to our service tonight, but don’t hope for me
to be too impressed!

I've had twenty-five Christmas celebrations, now, as a Pastor: twenty-five
Christmas Eves away from the family I grew up with. But I still remember what it
was like to be welcomed home at Christmas time. My parents were always so
gracious — welcoming us three kids home, of course, but also the occasional stray
who might wander home with us from college. The people of our congregation, and
especially our Pastor, were always so warm — glad to have us back from school, and
eager to hear how it was going for us. School friends who attended other colleges
and universities, and those who stayed home to start jobs and families, were also
glad to see us, and interested to get together and catch up with each other.

The Christmas celebration of my late-teens and early twenties always felt like
a time of being welcomed home; a time of remembering how strong and important
our roots were; a time of giving thanks for the communities to which we were
returning; the communities that meant so much to us.

I hope you feel the same sense of welcome during this year’s Christmas
celebration. I hope you feel welcomed home, here at Saint Peter. When I say that,
the first group of people I think of are those of you who are college students. When
Fall Semester begins, you find yourselves spread out from coast to coast. But this
evening, many of you are back for one of the first times this year. We are excited to
see you. We're eager to find out what you've experienced this fall. And that’s why
most of you will get mobbed in the narthex by your friends, young and old, after
the service. Welcome home, friends, it is great to have you here.

I know there are also some of you here who have finished your time in school,
and are experiencing your first year or two in the
work force. Whether you live across town, or have
travelled to Denver to be with your family this
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Christmas, we're glad to have you back with us tonight. Welcome home to you.

But our college-aged worshippers are not the only ones I am thinking about tonight. I'm also aware that
on Christmas Eve, we have the chance to worship with some of you who don't join us very often during the
rest of the year. Some of you are persuaded to come by family members. Others of you come on your own,
for your own reasons. Now I know there is a temptation to feel guilty about being here, or out of place — that
somehow, you don't belong, because you are not with us throughout the rest of the year. But tonight we are
going to try our hardest to counteract that temptation by embracing you whole-heartedly, and telling you just
how glad we are that you've come back again. Welcome home to you, too.

There is another group I'm thinking about tonight: those of you who may be here at worship this
evening for the first time in a long while. There are always one or two of you here each year. Sometimes I
know who you are, and sometimes I don't. But know this: if you have stepped into this room for the first time
in years — or maybe for the first time ever — you are just as welcome here as anyone else. In fact, the reason
that we get together here regularly has more to do with you than you might imagine. One of our great hopes
as a congregation is have the chance to welcome newcomers into our life together, and into a relationship
with God, who has called us here. So I want to say a special “thank you” to you for being here. And even
though it may not feel like home here, yet, we welcome you to begin making this your home too.

And lest any of you feel left out, the warm welcome of this Christmas Eve service is extended even to
those of you who tend to be here all the time. We have come, again, to this very special night — a night we
anticipate for weeks — a night we have prepared for over the past few months — a night when God seems
especially near to us — a night when we celebrate the heart of what it means to be a Christian. So if you are
like me, and have been longing for this night for some time, welcome home. It is good to have you here.

I am glad to welcome you all home during this service. And this evening’s text, one of the best known
stories in the Bible, St. Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus — this text welcomes you home as well. In this
story, Joseph and Mary return to his ancestral home to be registered, after what most people assume was a
three or four day walk from Nazareth. During those three or four days, I'm sure Joseph must have imagined
what it would be like to be home again — much as you or I might, if we were returning to the home of our
parents, many years after we were last there. Perhaps he thought of cousins and aunts and uncles, some of
whom he hadn't seen for years, who would welcome him, and rejoice with him at meeting his new bride, and
awaiting the birth of his new child. As you certainly know, when they arrive, they don't exactly receive a warm
welcome home. Instead, they are told there is no room inside for them, and they are instructed to bed down
for the night outside, with the animals.

Mary and Joseph may not have been warmly welcomed home by his side of the family on that dark, cold
Christmas Eve night. The relatives and the others who lived in Bethlehem may not have made room for them
in their homes (or their hearts, for that matter). But this humble couple did some welcoming of their own.
They welcomed into their lives a newborn baby that night; born of strange and troubling circumstances, but
born as a sign of hope from God. And they welcomed into that stable a group of shepherds who had been
keeping watch over their flocks in the fields. These shepherds, informed by an angel from God that the Savior
had been born in Bethlehem, came to honor him. We've talked about these shepherds this past month during
worship, and we've remembered that they were not exactly the pillars of society in first century Bethlehem.
Shepherds were outcasts — poorly behaved, badly smelling, ill mannered men who were much more at home
sleeping under the stars than gathering with polite company. Yet Mary and Joseph welcomed them into their
midst on the night that Christ was born. It was to these shepherds that the first announcement of the
Messiah'’s birth was made. That was God’s way of saying that all are welcome.

In verses ten and eleven we read the content of that announcement. In it, the angel declares that this
Savior has been born for all the world. It is to you, the angel says to these shepherds, that the Messiah is born
in Bethlehem. It is a sign for you, the angel says, that you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth. To those
whom the world has all but rejected, the angel comes and offers a warm and enthusiastic welcome home.
Welcome home to the promise of the Messiah. Welcome home to God’s grace. Welcome home to the message
that God loves you enough to be born for you and to die for you. Welcome home to the community of
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strangers who first received this announcement, and who shared the honor of gathering around him at the
manger.

In a perfect world, Jesus would most likely have been born in the warmth and safety of a familiar home
— behind doors that had been securely locked to keep just these kinds of vagrants out. But we don't live in a
perfect world. We live in the real world. The real world where God took the risk of being born among us. The
real world where welcomes are not always as warm and genuine as they ought to be. The real world where a
humble young couple could not find room indoors to lie down and rest. The real world where those who are
less-than-perfect — outcast shepherds — even people like you and me — are warmly welcomed and lovingly
embraced.

Welcome home, friends, to the message of Christmas. Welcome home, friends, to a God who loves you
deeply. Welcome home, friends, to the good news that no matter where you've been, or how long you've been
gone, God is pleased to have you back again. In the words of this evening’s Gospel lesson, there is the
message of welcome home for each and every one of you. To you is born this day in the city of David a
Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. For you a child has been born; a son has been given. If you hear nothing
else this Christmas season, I hope you will hear this: that God loves you deeply, and in the birth of this Baby
in Bethlehem, announces the good news that through faith in this Newborn King, we are all welcomed into
that love.

Merry Christmas everybody. Welcome home. It is good to have you here. Let’s join our hearts in a song
of praise. The song of the angels is printed on page 5 of your worship folders. Please stand with us, as we join
those angels in raising our voices in praise to God, for the birth of Christ among us and within us.

Amen.
David J. Risendal, Pastor (December 25, 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. "

' A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church_year/lectionary.html
" 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 EY€VETO O€ €V TKIG NUEPXLG EKELVULE EEAADEV dOYHX TTap& Kaxioxxpog ADYOLGTOL
XTTOYP&PETOXL TTROXV TRV OLKOUMEVNV. 2 XXTN XTTOYPa T TIPWTH EYEVETO NYEMOVEVOVTOC TAC
Supiag Kupnviouv. 3 KL ETTOPEVOVTO TIRVTEC XTTOYPXPETOXL, EKXOTOC ELG THV EXVTOD TTOALV. 4
AvéBn &€ kol lwond &Tro TAG MXANXLXC €K TTOAEWG NaxCTap€D €lg TRV Toudaxicv €L TTOALV AxULLd
ATLC KXAELTKL BROAEEM, dLX TO Elvaxt XUTOV €€ 00KOL KXL TIXTPLAG AXULD, 5 XTTOYPXPXTOXL TUV
MapLX U TH EUVNOTEVMEVN XUTW, 000N EYKLW. 6 EYEVETO dE €V TW) ElVXL KXOTOUC EKEL
€ETTANOONONV &L NUEPXL TOD TEKELY XOTHV, 7 KXL TEKEV TOV LLOV XUTAC TOV TIPWTOTOKOV, KXL
ECTTIXPYXVWOEV KUTOV KXL XVEKALVEV XUTOV €V GXTVN, dLOTL OUK RV KXUTOLG TOTTOC €V TW
KXTOADMOTL. 8 KoL TTOLMEVEG oKV €V TH XWPX TH XOTH XYPXUAOOVTEC KXl GUAKXTOOVTEG
GULAXKAC TAC VUKTOC ETTL TAV TTOLUVNV XUTWV. ? KXL YYEAOC KUPLOU ETTECTN XUTOLC KXL HOEX
KUPLOL TTEPLEAXUWPEV XUTOUG, KX €éboBnONoav $OPoV HEYXV. 10 KXL ELTTEV XUTOLC O YYENOG MN
$oBELTDE, 1500 Y&p eVXYYEATOMXL DUV XXPAV HEYKANV TLG OTKL TTXVTL TW AXW, 1! OTL €TEXON
OMlV OAUEPOV OWTNP G ECTLV XPLOTOC KUPLOG €V TTOAEL AXLLS. 12 kL ToOTO UMLV TO onueEioy,
€LproeTe BPEDOC ETTIXPYXVWHEVOV KXL KELMEVOV €V GATVN. 13 KXl EEXLPVNG EYEVETO OUV TW
XYYEAW TTAABOC OTPATLRG OUPXVIOU KLVOUVTWYV TOV €OV KXl AEYOVTWYV 14 SOEX €V LYLOTOLG
Bew) KL ETTL YAC €LPAVN €V XVOPWTTOLE €VOOKING. 15 KXl EYEVETO WG XTTAABOV XTI’ XUTWV ELG TOV
o0UPXVOV OL YYEAOL, OL TTOLMEVEG EAXAOULV TTPOG XAAAAOULC SLEABWHEV O W BnOAEeu kol
dwpev TO pAMK TOOTO TO YEYOVOC O KUPLOG EYVWPLOEV NIULV. 16 Kt AABXV OTTEDONVTEC KXL
avedpav TAV T€ MapLiu KXt TOV Twond kL TO Bp€dog Kelpevov ev TH daTvn 17 180VTEC dE
eyvwplLoav TepL To0 pAUXTOC ToO AXAnBévTog 0TOLG TTEPL TOO TTXLSLOL TOUTOUL. 18 KXL TIRVTEC
0Ol XKOVOTKVTEG EOXDUXTKV TTEPL TWV AXANOEVTWY UTTO TWV TTOLMEVWY TIPOC XVUTOUC 19 1 €
MOPLAXM TIRVTX CUVETAPEL TX PAMKTX TXOTX TUMBXANOLOX €V TH KXPdLt XUTAC. 20 KL
OTTECTPEYXV OL TTOLUEVEG DOEXTOVTEC KXL KXLVOOVTEC TOV BEOV ETTL TTROLV OLG KOLOXV KXL ELOOV
KXOWC EAXANON TTPOC XVTOVG. il

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. "

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)



