Chri stmas Day, Decenber 25,2025
St. Andrew s Church, Kitchener
Holy Euchari st (BAS); 10:00 a. m
Revi sed Common Lectionary: Luke 2:1-20
(Isaiah 9:2-7, Titus 2:11-14)

Preacher: Gerry Mieller

[ Ful | disclosure. This sernon was first preached on Christmas Eve
2003 in St. Bede's Chapel, Renison University College. After it
becanme cl ear that Canon Wendy Fl et cher woul d not be able to preach

today, | brought it up to date, as needed. ]

In these | ast few days hospitals have enptied; shops have fill ed;
aeropl anes, trains, buses and roads have been jamed; radio
stations, each seeking a unique "sound"”, all sounded alike playing
carols, religioius and secular. Al nbst every tel evision programre
on every channel, whatever its normal plot, had a Christnas
setting. Fam | ies gat hered; service organi sations struggled to take
care of the poor and the honel ess; relationships were nurtured by
cards, letters, telephone calls. In a society which Iikes to think
of itself as secular and non-religious, these fleeting few hours
called Christmas profoundly affect our and everyone's |ives! Wy
does Christmas have such incredi ble power to transfornf? What is it

that affects us in al nost every aspect of our existence?

VWy? What ? OF course, there are many reasons. If we feel cynical

we say that Christmas as we know it is the creation of greedy
commercialism |If we feel intellectual, we can chat about an
ancient md-winter holiday celebrating the beginning of |onger
hours of daylight being coopted by Christians. The literary-m nded
m ght throw Charles Dickens into the conversation, as the creator

of Christmas as we know it in his novels. But truth is, none of
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t hese, on their own or together, could achi eve what has happened in

the | ast few days.

The power of Christnas is in the birth of a child. It is a
particular child, born to a particular woman, in a particular
pl ace, at a particular tine. It is the birth of a child given a
particul ar nanme, commanded by an angel, Yeshua - Jesus. W, each
one of us, nust decide in our own tinme, in our own way, in our own
heart, whether or not we wsh to add the further title, Christ -

t he anoi nted one; the Son of God!

What happened at that birth? Only one of the four evangelists
struggl es to describe the undescri babl e; Luke, whose story we have
just heard. Mark doesn't nmention it. Matthew does, but in only one
brief verse, as we heard |l ast Sunday, Advent 4. Matthew tells us
much nore of the com ng of the magi - the Epi phany story, which
actual ly happened 18 to 24 nonths | ater. John does not describe a
birth; he wites about the coming into the world of this child in
cosmc ternms, putting this event at the centre of the neaning of
the universe. Only Luke, of all the canonical evangelists (there
are other early Christian authors whose descriptions of this birth
did not make it into the Bible, nostly because they are very
bi zarre), only Luke struggles with describing nystery, the birth of

God in human form God entering creation in order to redeemit.

Luke takes the trouble to describe the ordinary, human setting. He

does not begin "Once upon a tinme, long ago and far away." This
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birth may have tineless and universal neaning, but it is a very
real event. Luke describes it as happeni ng when particular rulers
ruled, during a census that we know happened, in a town we know
existed. In that town there was a real inn, which had no room and
there was a real stable (probably a cave rather than a hut), with
real animals and straw and snells, in which the baby was finally
born. Wile Luke gives no other details, we can be sure this birth
i nvol ved real pain, and real blood, and real cries fromthe newborn
child. And with no cradle, his nother laid himin a manger, on real

straw.

But even though Luke puts all this enphasis on the ordinary, on the
"human-ness” of this birth, he cannot stay only in the materia
wor |l d. Luke knows this birth goes beyond the ordinary, and breaks
out of time and space. This birth has neaning for all tinmes and all
pl aces. And so, Luke turns to prophetic | anguage, and the synbols
used in his culture to describe the great significance of an
ordinary event. Luke gives us the song of the angels, which
connects earth and heaven, humanity and God, tinme and eternity. “I
bring you news of great joy which will conme to all people. To you
is born today ... a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord,” declares an
angel . And a heavenly chorus adds, “dory to God in the highest,

and on earth peace anong those whom he favours.”

And yet, reality is not | ong suspended, for the song of the angels
is heard by real shepherds, in a real field, keeping watch over

real sheep. Luke does the best he can to describe the undescrib-
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able. But it is no accident that early Christians very quickly
turned to the nobst poetic of the ancient prophets, Isaiah, to

descri be the meaning of this event:

The people who wal ked in darkness have seen a great
light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on
themhas light shined. . . . Tous achildis born, to us
a son is given; and the governnment will be upon his
shoul der, and his nane will be called "Wnderful Counsel -
lor, Mghty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

You can al nbst hear it sung, to Handel's Messiah setting.

When the early Christians | ooked at a passage such as this, they
sawin it everything they believed about the child of Bethlehem He
was the light that shines in the darkness, that the darkness cannot
overconme. He was the one to rule the nations. He was very God in
human flesh, but with human limtations, cone to live and die a
human |ife and death, and thereby to redeem humanity. He was the

one who woul d bring peace, God's shalomto the world.

St. Paul, witing to his pupil Titus, reaches for yet another i nmage
to describe the significance of this birth. “The grace of God has
appeared for the salvation of all,” he wites. This birth is God's
grace, God's gift of salvation for humanity, freely given, yet a

gi ft beyond pri ce.

We have | ooked at a feast of inmages. None of them by itself, fully
tells what Christians believe to be the neaning of the birth of
this child in Bethl ehem Perhaps it is a neaning that can never be

described, in human words, in all its fullness. But sonetines we
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can gain the profoundest nmeanings in the sinplest way. Listen to
the words of the carols we sing today. Each of them in a very
sinple way, offers a wealth of neaning. O, spend sone tine
standing in front of a créche, even the one in the cave of the
space underneath our altar. It is so sinple that a child can
instantly understand what is being shown, yet it is so profound
that an adult too can turn away fully satisfied. (Sone years ago
visited Montreal in Decenber, and went to an annual exhibition of
over 300 creches, from nore than 3 centuries and from all the
world, at St. Joseph’s Oratory. | left amazed, astounded at the
breadt hs and depths and heights of imagination and art that this

one event, the birth of one child, has stimulated in countl ess

peopl e.)

What does Christmas communi cate? This feast has so many | ayers of
meani ng, we have to rem nd ourselves of what is underneath them
all. To say that Christmas isn't about going honme, or gift giving,
or being kind, or wishing people well, is not to dismss these
things. Yet at the heart of Christmas, and underneath all the
| ayers of images, is the child in the manger. But even that does
not get to the core of the matter. To lift Christmas to the |evel
of faith, we ask the deceptively sinple question: "Wiat child is
this?" And in faith the Church answers, "This child is Christ the
Lord; this child is God in human flesh."

Wth such | anguage, we | eave the sentinentality of Christmas behind

and state an awesone fact, make an awesone claim It is ironic that
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all those carols we love so nuch, which have becone so nuch our
soci ety’s background to Christmas that we don't even hear what they
are saying, take this fact for granted. Sinply, carols, the ones
originating in the church, just assune that the child born at

Christnmas i s God!

Wiy is it so inportant to make this claim of divinity for this
particular child? First, because Christians have clained this from
the very beginning of their faith, perhaps 30 to 35 years after the
birth of this child, after the first Easter. The understandi ng t hat
the child of Bethlehem is God in human flesh is one of the
foundations of the Christian faith. But secondly, the claim of
divinity for this child is the single greatest contribution of the
Christian faith to the world. We bring the world the good news t hat
the divine has entered the hunman, that God is present, and acts in

human hi story.

Wiy is this inmportant? Very sinply, if we, if nen and wonen are to
be able to live within history, in spite of its dark pages and its
terrors, we and all humanity need the assurance that God shares
history with us. To believe that God has entered history as Mary's
child is to know that God is not infinitely renote, |ooking from

beyond ti me and space on our struggling, self-threatening species.

To believe that God becanme human as Mary's child is to believe that
the author of the cosmc play in which we are actors has stepped

into the play, and acts with us. And to accept that when God cane
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onto the human stage, he did not choose a gl anorous, grandiose,
heroic part, but instead chose to cone as a child, to live as a
servant, a reconciler, a healer, a peacenmaker, and finally to die
as a conmon crimnal, nakes his entry into our history all the nore

wondr ous and hopef ul .

That is precisely why the early Christians very quickly began to
use yet anot her image to descri be the undescri bable. They woul d use
an ancient Jewish word to describe Jesus, saying that he is

Emmanuel , whi ch means, "God with us!”

Well, what if you are not quite there yet, or if you are not even
close to that level of faith and belief? What if for you Christnas
is still nmostly a celebration of good will, and famly, and the
giving of gifts, or even just a commercial orgy of buy, buy, buy -
give, give, give? Wiat if you are still struggling with faith in a
God i ncarnate-in human fl esh-or have given up the struggl e, because
it is all too unbelievable or abstract? That’s alright too, because
the truth of nothing | have said depends on human belief, or your
co-operation, understanding, consent, or participation; nor, for

that matter, m ne!

It is all God’'s doing, God's gift-(the fancy theol ogical nanme for
all that is grace). No matter what you and | understand or believe,
or are wlling to at |east consider or entertain, the baby is

neverthel ess born, and the angels still sing!



