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December 24, 2002

There are times and seasons in the church year when pastors despair over what to say. What can be said that hasn’t been said before? Is there another way to present what has already been presented a thousand ways over the centuries?

This despair is misplaced. It says that our words are the important element in the story, not the story itself; that we have to have new and creative ways to tell again the story that God already told in all of its perfection and completeness and beauty on that fateful day, long years ago. It says that without something new and exciting, we will get bored with God’s love and grace; surely it must have changed in all those years!!

Wrong! It is the story, tried and true, unchanged in all eternity that lightens our hearts, sets us resolute on the path of righteousness, reminds us of what life is all about and strengths us to endure all that life challenges us with that would turn us from God and his laws. If the story ever changed, then either the story was not complete when it took place or God changed, and neither of these answers is possible.

What does change and what does keep it fresh and new each time we hear it is ourselves. Our eyes and ears and bodies may seem the same, even though scientifically and actually they are not, but our spirits, minds and souls certainly are in different places and stages of development each time we return to this new beginning and we capture another level of understanding.

And so we hear the same ‘old’ story from different perspectives and we need to hear it from the place where we are now since we find ourselves in new and more difficult challenges, which threaten to tear us from the arms of faith and cast us down into darkness.

“Christ is born today! And he will come again!!” In my times of despair, what a wonderful song to sing! “Christ is born today! And he will come again!!” “Christ is born today! And he will come again!!” The ever-renewing promise that casts darkness and despair away into the nothingness from which it came and lifts me up into the arms of peace and joy where I find, as it says in Isaiah 11:9 “They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain.”

We’ve spent four weeks talking about the value of the church in our lives, from the smallest, most intimate relationship to its effect on the whole world and throughout all of these relationships, this is the one truth that the church sings to its children. “Christ is born today! And he will come again!” The story of the incarnation of God as Jesus, the Christ, in spite of all of the seemingly impossible facts, reminds us that in our deepest fear, in our darkest hour, “Christ is born today! And he will come again!!” Can we ever get tired of hearing this song?  Have pity on us, O Father of us all, if we ever become so satiated, or so numb that this does not stir us to lift our heads out of our private and personal pit of despair.

Can our gloom ever present such mountains of hopelessness as the mountain of impossibility of the incarnation? Can our situation and our belief in the impossibility of what we are facing ever match the facts of the manifestation of Christ on earth? If that is possible, then anything is possible.

Lest we forget, Jesus was born of a virgin! Can you top that? And what of Joseph? He accepted the tale told by the angel in his dream that the child Mary bore was not the result of sexual immorality or promiscuity! What man today would have that kind of faith? What story did they tell their family and neighbors?  Remember in those days, a woman would be stoned to death for such a fantastic story; everyone knew that was impossible and a woman cannot hide the fact of the growing child in her womb.

Although that part of the story may be the most difficult mountain of faith to climb, other elements also remind us of things that are closer to the challenges that we face and are played out in our walk of faith. We think it is a miracle when we can drive across Houston in 5:00 traffic and survive. Just think of Mary riding on a donkey, in the 9th month of her pregnancy, a distance of over 65 miles, as the crow flies, who knows in actuality, how far over the hills and rugged mountains; and she made it to Bethlehem, just in time. The seeming problem of there being no room in the inn – how convenient to have the birth of the Christ in a place of safety and solitude where there was no hustle and bustle of people, just a natural, beautiful, and private birth of her son, lots of room and a clean place with fresh hay and the warmth of the animals to keep them safe. For this birth was not to be announced to the world, just yet. Only a few select, representative people were to know and be witness to this miracle. 

And one of the greatest miracles of all is played out in these interesting groups of people: the shepherds and the wise men. We don’t hear of the priests, educated scribes, the Sadducees and Pharisees, the aristocratic elite, or the rulers coming to see the baby, to honor and worship him. We find the shepherds, who were despised people, unlearned, crude, and rough, often considered to be the gangs who committed petty theft, those who were looked down on and considered equal only to the tax collectors and prostitutes. 

And the wise men, why they weren’t even Hebrews, but men from another faith, another country. And just whom did Jesus come to be the ‘Good News’ for? Those who are willing to follow the ‘star’ and find him, offer him the gift of themselves and worship him no matter who they are. There is no requirement to be rich, wise or of the right family. What a miracle that truth is! Can we ever tire of hearing that story? It is something that we need to be continually reminded of because, which of us, no matter how much money we make or how high up in the world we move, which one of us does not feel inadequate. Our individual experiences are the stage upon which life plays out the unique story of impossibilities, where we are continually brought to our knees and where we can find that miracles can and do occur. In our struggle of ‘not enoughness’, we are given the star of His promise, shining in the dark night – there is enough: “Christ is born today! And he shall come again!!”

We call these things ‘miracles’ implying that they are accidents out of time and space, caused by God for this one special occasion. The truth is ‘miracles’ happen all of the time; we just divide miracles that we can understand from miracles we cannot and call the first ‘science’ and the second, ‘accidents or coincidences’. 

We often wondered why the story of the Crucifixion is often included in the story of the Nativity. This is perfectly understandable when we recognize that played out to its final scene, the Incarnation ends in the Crucifixion, the seeming failure of the whole experiment. What was the point of it all? Jesus was a good man, yes; a prophet, perhaps; born of a virgin, ok; but, ‘So what?’

And then he rises in glory and for those who came to witness to this miracle, God displays his ultimate and complete truth, not only does he create life, the life he creates is eternal where nothing can harm or destroy. This is the live out-picturing of the greatest miracle of all: God’s own plan, not of defeat and failure but the final song of victory over all time, and space, and circumstances. “Christ is born today! And he shall come again!!” God has a plan for our lives, even for the seeming defeats and failures, and our challenge is to have that faith, “The absolute certainty of goodness” that rests firmly on the Christmas story. 

“Christ is born today! And he shall come again!!” Can we ever hear that too much?
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