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Children
Lesson: Christmas is a celebration of Jesus' birth, yet we get all the presents.
(Put on the hat and blow the noisemaker.) We're having a birthday party! What fun! Have you ever had a birthday party? (Children respond.) What kinds of things do you do at a birthday party? (Children respond.) You play games, eat cake and ice cream, run around with your friends, sing "Happy Birthday," and get presents.
How would you like to have your very own birthday party on your very own birthday, but everyone else got all the presents? What would you think of that? (Children respond.) Don't think you'd like that too much? Me neither. Doesn't sound like much fun, does it? Other people getting all the presents on your birthday. That's just not right. It's not fair.
Guess what? That happens to Jesus every year on his birthday. Really. His birthday comes around and we spend lots of time worrying about gifts, but many times we forget that Christmas is Jesus' birthday, not ours. Maybe we should spend more time giving Jesus gifts at Christmas.
Jesus probably doesn't care about video games or mittens or toys, but what kinds of things can we give him for his birthday? (Children respond.)
We could give him our time by reading our Bibles and praying more often. We could give him our love by loving others. Maybe we could go to a nursing home and share love with some older folks who may be lonely. We could clean out our dresser drawers and closets and give the clothes to some people who really need them. We could help Mom and Dad around the house.
There are lots of ways to give to the Lord. You see, the way we give to Jesus is by giving to others. If we want to celebrate his birthday, we have to do things for him, things that will make him happy. This Christmas, remember that it's Jesus' birthday we're celebrating. He's the one who should get all the attention, not us. God bless you and Merry Christmas!


Adult
Have you ever been blamed for something that was not your fault? It's not pleasant. I heard about a retired Admiral who had such an experience. He was taking his six-year-old grandson on a tour of the great Plaza Hotel in Detroit. They were riding the elevator to the top when suddenly a young woman turned and slapped the Admiral sharply across the face. The Admiral, with great restraint, kept his dignity. As a true gentleman he said nothing. Up a few floors the young lady got off the elevator. Then the boy turned and said, "Grandpa, I didn't like that lady." Grandpa said, "Me neither." "I'll tell you why I didn't like her," said the boy. "She stepped on my foot and didn't apologize, so I pinched her." 
If you can identify with the Admiral, you can appreciate the anonymous innkeeper of Bethlehem. No one has gotten more bad press than the owner of the village inn which had no room for Mary and Joseph. How many preachers have lambasted the poor old innkeeper for putting the Holy Family out with the animals? 
I think the innkeeper has been criticized unfairly. In the middle of the biggest financial bonanza of his career, when all his rooms were full, he still took the time to do the best he could for two peasant strangers with no reservations. He responded to a knock at midnight and tried to be helpful. 
We don't know much about the innkeeper; he is not even mentioned in scripture. There is just this half-sentence: "(They) laid him (Jesus) in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn." 
St. Luke wrote this story at least fifty years after it actually happened. We think that Mary herself was his principal source, though she would have been an old woman by that time. 
Marjorie Holmes, the author of many biblical novels, pictures the Bethlehem innkeeper saying to Joseph, "There is a cave out back where we store things and stable a few animals. You're welcome to use it. Did you say she is about to give birth? Hold on, son, I'll get you a lamp. Go on back there and I'll send a midwife." 
I want to applaud that Bethlehem innkeeper. Though he could not fulfill all the needs of the Holy Family, he did offer shelter. It wasn't the Hilton, but it was about the best that could be had at that late hour in Bethlehem. 
A Christmas story. It was entitled "A Shepherd" and was written by Heyward Brown. The story tells of a Bethlehem shepherd named Amos who missed the birth of Christ. He remained with the flock to tend a frightened sheep giving birth to a lamb. When the other shepherds returned from Bethlehem, one of them asked Amos sarcastically, "Did some great voice from heaven tell you to stay here instead of going to see the Savior?" "No," replied Amos, "but to my heart, there came a whisper." 
The ancient innkeeper of Bethlehem knew how to respond to a whisper at midnight, the plea from the powerless, the needs of a peasant couple in crisis. He could not provide everything the Holy Family needed, but he did something. Have you ever felt frustrated because someone needed more help than you could give? Perhaps you have a relative hooked on drugs. Or, you may have a Fellow soldier (veteran or staff member) whose wife is leaving him because of infidelity. Or, perhaps you know someone caught in the trap of addiction to pornography. Or, perhaps you have a friend suffering from an STI. 
God doesn't expect you to personally transform another person's life. Only God can do that. But you can do something. 
Jesus once declared that if you even give someone a cup of cold water in his name, you will be rewarded. 
Perhaps all you can do is to listen with sensitivity to someone for thirty minutes. Dr. Billy Abraham, a teacher at SMU, was converted at age 16. God used a preacher as his converting instrument. The most important thing that preacher did is the hardest thing for any preacher to do: he kept his mouth shut for thirty minutes and listened as a mixed-up boy poured out his frustrations, hurts, and questions. Billy says, "God hooked me through the patient listening of that godly man." 
Perhaps all you can do is to visit someone in the hospital and share a prayer. Some thirty years ago when I first visited someone in the hospital suffering from AIDS, I followed all the medical procedures. I donned robe, mask and gloves as though I was entering a radioactive environment. I was a frightful sight, hardly suited to comfort anyone. Then we didn’t know how it was transmitted. He told me of his fears.  I anointed him and heard his confession.  We were sitting in chairs facing each other and when I got up to leave, he jumped up and gave me a bear hug and he kissed me on the check where the string of the mask went to the ears.  I returned his hug tp his bare sweaty back and his tears flowed down my face. We know now that the disease is not spread by casual contact or by touching or sneezing. By hospital policy I had to be tested monthly for a year.  I doubt that a hospital visit is ever more significant than when the patient has AIDS, especially since the person often encounters rejection. Remember, Jesus said in Matthew 25 that when we visit someone who is sick, we are in reality visiting Christ. 
When someone is in need, we can usually find at least one thing to do or to say, and we can pray. 
When our little boy was diagnosed with an immune deficiency – the bubble baby syndrome, a neighbor brought us some homemade soup and offered it with a hug. How sensitive! Because our insides were so torn up, all we could eat was soup. Words were not very helpful; but that soup sent a caring message. 
If God causes a hurting person to cross your path this Christmas or anytime, you probably won't be able to solve all his problems. But if you can do something, even one thing, in the name of Jesus, the angels in heaven will rise up and call you blessed. 
Allow me to make several specific suggestions for helping someone who is hurting. 
Most of us know a family that has lost a loved one during the past year. Wait until those depressing days right after Christmas. Then visit that person or if distance makes that impractical, write to him or her. Share some incident related to the one who died. Perhaps you remember something he said or did. Perhaps the two of you worked on a project or traveled together. Tell or write that to the one who is grieving. It will warm that person's heart. 
A second suggestion is this: Be on the lookout for someone who is depressed. Victims of that disease see life about ten shades darker than it really is. Never does that bleak condition hurt so much as at Christmas. What are the signs? Staying to oneself, crying a lot, making statements about hopelessness or helplessness. The depressed person may drop vague hints about ending it all. 
Like the Bethlehem innkeeper, you can't provide everything that person needs, but you can do or say something. And in cases where threats of suicide have been made, get professional help. But when the depression is not that extreme, you can take the person to lunch or assure him that he is important to you or offer a truthful compliment. And you can share a prayer. 
One final suggestion, and this gets into the political arena: We are currently undergoing a revolution in the way our government handles so many issues by being divisive. This revolution is long overdue. For a long time we have known that the current system hasn’t been working.  We need reform and that puts people at odds. 
Having said that, we Christians must be alert and hard- headedly compassionate. We must not slip into the backpocket of either the Democrat or Republican parties. Our responsibility is to subject political proposals to the scrutiny and standards of Christ. 
Like the Bethlehem innkeeper, we can't fix everything for people in need, but we can do something. That may be writing a letter to your congressman or senator and saying something. 
Goodness knows, we can't fix the Washington mess. But we Christians have a responsibility to do something. That something may be to alert our congressman or senator that Christian principles are more important to us than partisan politics or personal financial gain. 
Think about this: if the only time I contact my representative or senator is when I have a personal vested interest at stake, but never on behalf of Christ's agenda, that tells a lot about what comes first in my life.   I think Congressman Harris knows my name.  I visited with a member of the Knights and I spoke about immigration reform.   He gets emails from me on a regular basis.
I hope you will regard the Bethlehem innkeeper in a new, more positive way. He couldn't meet every need of the Holy Family. But he did something. He had no idea this was the mother and step- father of the Son of God. But then, you and I will not see haloes resting atop the heads of people in need. Yet, Jesus said that "inasmuch as you did it unto the least of these, my brothers and sisters, you did it unto me." 
Some years ago an elementary school teacher was preparing her students for the annual Christmas play. In her class was a boy named Bob whose mental abilities were deficient. He was a slow- learner just barely able to function in a public school setting. Bob wanted to be in the play, but the teacher knew he was not capable of remembering lines. But Bob wanted so much to be included and the other students begged, "Let Bob have a part." 
So, the teacher cast Bob as the Bethlehem innkeeper. He had to say only two words: "No room." And, after Mary said something, he was supposed to say a second time, "No room." 
Finally came the day of the performance and the pageant began to unfold. Mary and Joseph approached the inn and knocked on the door. The innkeeper opened the door and flawlessly proclaimed, "No room." 
Then Mary said, "But I'm tired and I'm sick and I'm about to have a baby. I must have a place for him to be born." Then she began to cry. 
Bob paused for a few moments and then said, "I know what I'm supposed to say, but you can have my room." Thank God for people who dare to violate scripts so that they can follow a higher impulse of love. 
Are there any knocks on your door this Christmas? You can't fix everything for another person, but like the innkeeper, you can do something. And when you do, you will hear Jesus whisper, "Inasmuch as you did it for one of the least of these, you did it for me." 



2. Child
Object: A Christmas ornament or figurine of the baby Jesus (from a nativity scene) and of Santa Claus.
Lesson: Santa Claus is no match for Jesus! The gifts Jesus brings are eternal.
Look what I've got here. Who is this? (Display figurines. Children respond.) Of course, this is the baby Jesus. How about this one? Everyone knows who Santa is. Now, let me ask you a question. I want you to think about the answer before you speak, and I want you to be honest. Here's my question. Who gives the best Christmas presents, Santa Claus or Jesus? Santa gifts are lots of fun! Trucks, cars, dolls, tea sets, video games, stereos, new clothes, all kinds of stuff to play with! Santa gifts are great, but what about the gifts that Jesus gives? What kinds of gifts does Jesus give us? (Children respond. Direct their answers, if necessary.) Jesus gives us hope, peace, love, strength, rest, joy, and all the things that really matter in life. Jesus can give us what we need to live a happy life. What happens to the Santa gifts after we play with them for a while? (Children respond.) The batteries wear out, or we get tired of them and toss them aside, or they break and don't work like they're supposed to anymore. But the gifts that Jesus gives never break down. They don't need batteries and they will last forever. There really is no contest, Jesus gives the best presents. We all like the Santa gifts and they are fun to get and to give, but they don't compare to the wonderful, life-changing gifts that Jesus Christ gives. I hope you enjoy your Santa gifts, but I pray that you treasure your Jesus gifts! I hope you have a blessed Christmas season. God bless you.

Adult
The Solemnity of the Nativity of the Lord, Christmas: Bring Joy to the World 
This is a great time of the year to drive through neighborhoods. It is wonderful seeing all the Christmas lights and decorations. I am sure that many of you have also decorated your houses with lights and nativity scenes, Santas and reindeer and all sorts of displays. 
Why do we decorate at Christmas? We do this as an expression of our Christmas joy. 
Joy. Joy to world. We sing that there is joy because the Savior has come. The world waited for its Savior for ages. In Genesis, Adam and Eve were told that One would come who would crush the head of the serpent with his heal. 1000 years before Christ David heard that his kingdom would be eternal. Later we would realize that the One who would be king forever would come from the line of David. 750 years before Christ, King Ahaz heard a prophecy. Isaiah told him that a virgin would be with child. He did not say that a virgin would get pregnant, there would be nothing exceptional about that, but that a virgin girl would be with child. How could she be with child and still be a virgin? God’s hand had to be here. The prophet said that the child would be called Emmanuel, a name that means God is with His people. The ages waited. The time finally came. It was a little over 2000 years ago. The center of humanity, Jesus the Christ, was born. And the world entered a new age, an age of joy. 
Do you think it would have been wasted on us—if our sky filled with Angels singing Glory to God because God had done something unimaginable in history? Do you think we would have stared in the sky and then run to tell everyone about it?
Of course, we are fascinated by what might be in the sky. Lots of people think we are regularly visited by creatures from outer space, but authorities keep hiding it from us. When we have fireworks over the Mall, many thousands crowd near the Capitol. If there’s an air show, Blue Angels doing acrobatic turns, we cannot keep away. And we routinely stare at the clouds or sun to determine what weather might come.
We are fascinated by what might be in the sky, but we are so often blind and deaf to the Angels whom God sends us. 
After all, Angels are messengers that make us aware of another way of seeing things, of God’s way of seeing and doing things. God’s messengers are everywhere. But perhaps we ignore them because we do not want anything complicate our interpretation of things with something new, something holy, something amazingly happy.
“A child has been born, Christ the Lord.” So the Angels announced, so the Church has announced, so we announce once again this Christmas day. Creation itself wants to announce this good news!
Maybe the shepherds were particularly well disposed to hear a message. There was no life more boring than being a shepherd, especially when one had the night shift. Think of the endless hours of sheer boredom, wondering whether that noise was a dangerous animal, hearing the sheep do their “baaa” throughout the night, struggling to keep awake. Think of the cold, of the rain, of the small-time conversation between sleepy shepherds. 
Yet it was to these nobodies that Angels sang. And it was these nobodies who heard the message. Who heard the Angels’ song . . . What have they to teach us?
Perhaps they were blessed to know they were bored, to know there had to be something more, something that changed life completely. Perhaps those long nights disposed them to hear and see God in a way our nonstop TVs do not. Perhaps we are so distracted by one digital burst after another that Angels and divine messages seem too quaint, too old-fashioned, or too good to be true.
The shepherds ask us this Christmas day: what are you expecting of yourself and of God? Why have you reduced your vision and hopes so much? Why do you think God isn’t doing something unimaginable every moment of existence? Why do you think God’s message isn’t something you need to hear? Our skies are always filled with messages of joy. We should pray for the grace to hear them!
Glory to God in the highest. We sang this with the Angels as Mass began. Perhaps seeking a little more glory and a lot less distraction can train our ears to hear the Angels and open our lips to tell the world.
Joy is real in our lives, even when we are saddened by the loss of those who are very close to us. Christmas is a wonderful time, but it can also be a difficult time. We all carry the memory of loved ones who will never again be at Christmas dinner. We tell stories about Grandma and Grandpa, Mom or Dad, husband or wife, or, and, this is the greatest sadness, the antics of a beautiful child. And we are grieved. But we do not allow grief to determine the course of our lives. We are people of faith. We are convinced that there is infinitely more to the reality of our loved ones who have died than simply our memory of them. We have faith that through the mercy of God they are still alive. We believe that we will once more be fully united with them. Our acceptance of Jesus Christ has given us eternal life. Nothing, not even death, can destroy the joy of the Lord. 
There are many in the world who have no real experience of the joy of Jesus Christ. So many people live with a fear that the only true happiness is manufactured happiness. Perhaps we all do this. We spend a whole lot of money at a place in Orlando which is billed as the happiest place on earth. I really do not mean to denigrate Disney World, and I do hope you enjoy visiting the mouse, but the joy that is found there is bought, temporary and shallow. We should be in fear if this is as good as life gets. 
Still, if you do go to Disney have a great time. But also recognize that none of our lives will be changed even by the Star Wars Galaxy Edge experience. Well, our lives will be changed in that we will be financially impoverished a bit. A large bit. If joy 
has to be bought, then billions of people are too poor to have joy. We know that this is not true. Some of the poorest people in the world are only poor in the way that the world defines poverty, but they have lives full of joy. They experience joy in their families, and they experience joy in the Lord. They are rich. What a horrible world this would be if happiness depended on what we are able to buy. 
People need to hear, feel and know the joy of the Gospel. Perhaps it would be good to remember Pope Francis' first Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, the Joy of the Gospel. This exhortation promoted the mission of the Church. He called us to communicate the joy of the Gospel to the world. No longer should the leaders of the Church be perceived as unapproachable guardians of the faith. He counseled the hierarchy to refrain from insulating itself from the realities of daily life. He said that the Church must at times get messy. By that he meant that the Church needs to be present to all, even in the mud of those who have no floors in their home. Deeper, than that, the Church needs to be involved in the messiness of all people’s lives. He told us that the main concern of the Church must be to bring the joy of Jesus Christ to the entire world. 
Our beautiful Catholic Church continues to renew itself. In Hebrews 13:8 we read: Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today and forever. Like the Beauty that St. Augustine finally found in his Confessions, the Church is ever ancient, ever new. Perhaps you remember that passage in Augustine’s Confessions. It is a great Christmas gift that St. Augustine has left us: 
Late have I loved you, O Beauty ever ancient, ever new , late have I loved you! You were within me, but I was outside, and it was there that I searched for you. 
In my unloveliness I plunged into the lovely things which you created. You were with me, but I was not with you. Created things kept me from you; yet if they had not been in you they would have not been at all. 
You called, you shouted, and you broke through my deafness. You flashed, you shone, and you dispelled my blindness. 
You breathed your fragrance on me; I drew in breath and now I pant for you. I have tasted you, now I hunger and thirst for more. You touched me, and I burned for your peace. 
This is the joy that Christ brings to the world. 
And we are called to be instruments of His joy. But how can we do this? We must begin with Jesus Christ. He is our joy. Remember the Gospel reading we had the third Sunday of Advent, from Matthew 11. John the Baptist from prison sent his disciples to ask Jesus if he was the one who is to come or should they look for another. Jesus replied, building on the words of the prophet Isaiah, "Tell John what you hear 
and see: the blind have their vision restored, the deaf hear, the lame walk, and the poor have the good news preached to them." Jesus has brought joy to the world. 
One of the signs of the presence of the Messiah, the proof that His joy has come to the world, is that the poor have the good news preached to them. Many have said and written that a society is as strong as the way that it treats its weakest members. The world is a strong as its care for its infirm, its weak, its poor. It is the mission of the Church to assume the responsibility of caring for the poor of the world with the joy of Jesus Christ. 
It is simply not enough to sing Joy to the World. We must bring joy to the world. 
May you all have a beautiful celebration of Christmas. Enjoy Christmas, but do not be satisfied with the warm feelings generated by the carols, the liturgical appointments or even the sincere hospitality of those with whom you are worshiping today. Instead, be determined to join the Church in making the Gospel of Joy a reality in the world. 
3 CHILD
Do you guys know what 'Joy' is? (Let them answer.) Have you ever worked really hard to accomplish a task? (bike riding, reading, math equations, etc.) Did you ever want to give up because it was so hard? How did you feel after you learned the task? Really, really happy? Joyful? That joy we feel is wonderful, isn’t it? 
One of my favorite Christmas hymns is “Joy to the World.” Jesus came to the world and brought joy. That doesn’t mean that suddenly everything was wonderful forever. It means that if we love Jesus and accept the joy that he brought to the world, he will help us through the hard things in our lives and we will live with him forever in heaven where joy never stops. When you hear the Christmas carol, “Joy to the World” sung, remember that the way to joy is through Jesus. He came to bring joy forever. 
Adult 
There is a reading by J. B. Phillips called The Visited Planet. It’s about a junior angel who is being given a tour of the universe by a senior angel. After touring all the galaxies of the universe, they come at last to our solar system. The junior angel is tired and bored and not very impressed by what he sees. The senior angel points to the earth and says, “Keep an eye on that planet.” 
The younger angel thinks the earth looks small and dirty and insignificant.
“That is the Visited Planet,” say the senior angel.
“You don’t mean ...” the junior angel begins to interject . . .
“Yes,” the senior angel replies, “that planet has been visited by our young Prince of Glory.”
“Do you mean to tell me that He stooped so low as to become one of those creeping, crawling creatures of that floating ball?” asks the junior angel incredulously. 
“I do,” the senior angel replies, “and I don’t think He would like you to call them ‘creeping, crawling creatures’ in that tone of voice. For, strange as it may seem to us, He loves them. He went down to visit them to lift them up to become like Him.”
The junior angel has no reply. The very thought is beyond his comprehension 
The last place I expected graffiti was on the door of a church. Serving as a minister to a growing, suburban congregation afforded little time to oneself. Consequently, I would often withdraw to a room at the opposite end of the building. There I was free of most interruptions and distractions.
Not ostentatious but etched in the brown door at eye level were three words: GOD WAS HERE. Obviously an innocent gag, probably written by one of the creative teenagers with whom I worked. Admittedly, reading such a statement in a church does make one slightly uncomfortable.
A week later I returned to my place of quiet. I needed peace from the frustrations of a crowded day. I noticed that the graffiti had been tampered. Altering graffiti occurs on buildings and bridges, but in a church?! But there it was, not blatant, but changed. And better yet, my training confirmed, more theologically accurate. For someone had crossed out “was” and written above it “is”. In a quiet room the message of Christmas was proclaimed: GOD IS HERE.
It was the message that the angels announced, that the shepherd’s heard, that the wise men sought, that Herod feared, that the world did not even notice. It was the message that Mary cradled and that Joseph admired. It was the message wrapped in cloths. It was the little baby Jesus.
“God is here” is the message of Christmas
Jesus, God’s one and only Son, became a man. He was God in a suit of flesh. He was the visible expression of the invisible deity. God was expressing Himself in a language that we could understand. God was identifying with the frailties and tragedies of the human race. God was getting up close and personal. God was announcing to the world: “I’m here!”
God became a man. The omnipotent, in one instant, made himself breakable. He who had been spirit became pierceable. He who was larger than the universe became an embryo. And He who sustains the world with a word chose to be dependent upon the nourishment of a young girl.
The apostle John used one word to embody this revelation of God. Theologians may write long books to explain the doctrine of the incarnation of Jesus, but John epitomizes it in a single word — dwelt. “The Word became flesh, and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). Eugene Petersen in The Message paraphrases this verse, “The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood” (John 1:14). Dwelt meant “to live in a tent”.
In the Old Testament this word dwelt and its derivatives literally denote “residence.” Often the word was used to depict the glorious presence of God that resided in the tabernacle and Solomon’s temple. So when Jesus became flesh and blood He moved into the neighborhood; He took up residence;
Before Jesus was born God visited His people performing mighty and miraculous works. God’s people would stack stones or build a monument or erect a synagogue in honor of God’s revelation. The physical erection of monuments and buildings was their way of saying, “God was here.” The power and presence of God had visited them in a place, and so in order not to forget they constructed a reminder. But when Jesus entered the world the verb tense changed from past to present — from “was” to “is.”
Because of Jesus’ birth, because of the incarnation of God, because the Word became flesh, we now say: “God is here.” God is present in all of His splendor and glory. We don’t have to erect structures to remind us of God’s visited presence. God is already here.
“God is here” is more than a theological doctrine, it has practical implications. What does “God is here” mean to us?
Jesus became a man to show us God
When Jesus became a man He showed that God was not merely a principle but a person. Jesus was not an idea of God, not a picture of God, but God Himself in human form.
Two young men on a battlefield in World War II made it to the safety of a foxhole in the midst of enemy fire. As they looked out before them across the battlefield they perceived the horror of dead and dying men, twisted barbed wire, the earth scarred with deep holes left by cannon fire. Men lifeless, others crying out for help. Finally one of the men cried: “Where in the world is God?” As they continued to watch and listen they soon noticed two medics, identified by the red cross on their arms and their helmets, carefully making their way across the perilous scene. As they watched, the medics stopped and began to load a wounded soldier onto their stretcher. Once loaded they began to work their way to safety. As the scene unfolded before them, the other soldier now boldly answered the honest, but piercing question of his friend, “There is God! There is God!” When Jesus became a man He came to show us God. He came in the midst of the loneliness and the horror of a world gone mad. Yet in the chaos and confusion Jesus announced that God is here. Where in the world is God? God is here in Christ. Christ has come among us to show us who God is and what God is. Jesus shows us God in a way that we can understand. In a way that renews us. In a way that gives us hope.
Jesus became a man to feel our hurt
In one act of becoming human He identified with our pain. The pain of loneliness, He felt it. The hurt of rejection, He felt it. The sadness of losing a loved one to death, He felt it. The scars of mental or physical abuse, He felt it.
When we suffer pain, we want others to understand. We want others to be like us so they can identify with us. We don’t want to be alone. We want others to feel our pain and our hurt. When Jesus became a man He understood us; He identified with us; He felt our pain, and He hurt.
Joseph Damien was a nineteenth-century missionary who ministered to people with leprosy on the island of Molokai, Hawaii. Those suffering grew to love him and revered the sacrificial life he lived out before them.
One morning before Damien was to lead daily worship he was pouring some hot water into a cup when the water swirled out and fell onto his bare foot. It took him a moment to realize that he had not felt any sensation. Gripped by the sudden fear of what this could mean, he poured more hot water on the same spot. No feeling whatsoever. Damien immediately knew what had happened. As he walked tearfully to deliver his sermon, no one at first noticed the difference in his opening line. He normally began every sermon with, “My fellow believers.” But this morning he began with, “My fellow lepers.”
In a greater measure Jesus came into this world knowing what it would cost Him. He bore in His pure being the marks of evil, that we might be pure. He bore in His sinless soul the weight of sin, so that we could be forgiven. He bore in His manly frame the hurt and pain of injustice, that we might be understood.
God is here. He is here understanding our hurt, identifying with our pain. He feels. He hurts. He cries.
Jesus became a man so God becomes touchable, approachable and reachable. Often when we refer to God’s location we point upward or look toward the heavens. Most often we think of God as being up there, far removed from the cares and concerns of this created world. But because Jesus became a man God came down here, living in our midst. We could never reach Him up there, but in love He came down here to us. He became touchable, approachable and reachable.
Listen to what Max Lucado wrote, ‘”Just call Me Jesus,’ you can almost hear Him say. He was the kind of fellow you’d invite to watch the Rams- Giants game at your house. He’d wrestle on the floor with your kids, doze on your couch and cook steaks on your grill. He’d laugh at your jokes and tell a few of His own. And when you spoke, He’d listen to you as if He had all the time in eternity.”
Make no mistake about it, people loved being around Jesus. They came at night; they touched Him as He walked down the street; they followed Him around the sea; they invited Him into their homes and placed their children at His feet. Why? Because He refused to be a statue in a cathedral or a priest in an elevated pulpit. He chose instead to be Jesus. Deity dressed in humanity. God, here among us.
As you read the gospels there is not a hint of one person who was afraid to draw near Him. There was not one person who was reluctant to approach Him for fear of being rejected. Remember that. Remember that the next time you find yourself amazed at your own failures. Or the next time guilt burns holes in your stomach. Or the next time you see a cold church or hear a lifeless sermon. Remember that it is man who creates the distance. It is Jesus who builds the bridge.
I suspect that this Christmas you will receive many gifts — some you probably don’t need, most you could live without. But there is one present you can’t live without. The one present you need is the presence of Jesus Christ. The One who shows us God. The One who feels our hurt. The One who is touchable, approachable and reachable. The God that is here. 
Do you remember Louis Cassels TM famous parable of the birds? It was Christmas Eve and the man TMs wife and children were getting ready to go to church. He wasn TMt going. "I simply can TMt understand what Christmas is all about, this claim that God became man," he told his wife.
It had been snowing all day and it was beginning to snow harder as the man TMs family rode off to church without him. He drew a chair up to the fireplace and began to read his newspaper. 
A few minutes later, there was a thudding sound at the kitchen window. When he went to investigate, he found a flock of birds out in the back yard. They had been caught in the storm, and in a desperate search for shelter, were trying to fly through the kitchen window. He was a very kind man so he tried to think of something he could do so the birds wouldn TMt freeze. "The barn!" he thought. That would be a nice shelter. 
He put on his coat and overshoes and tramped through the deepening snow to the barn and opened the door wide and turned on the light. But the birds didn TMt come in. Food will bring them in he thought. So he hurried back to the house for bread crumbs which he sprinkled on the snow to make a trail to the barn.
But the birds ignored the bread crumbs and continued to flop around helplessly in the snow. He tried shooing them into the barn by walking around waving his arms. They scattered in every direction except into the warm, lighted barn. "They find me a strange and terrifying creature," he said to himself, "and I can TMt seem to think of any way to let them know they can trust me." 
Puzzled and dismayed, he pondered this thought, "If only I could be a bird myself for the moment, perhaps I could lead them to safety." If only I could be a bird myself . . .
Just then the church bells began to ring, pealing the glad tidings of Christmas. The man stood silently for a minute, then sank to his knees in the snow. 
"Now I understand," he whispered as he lifted his gaze to the sky. "Now I see why You had to become man." )) 
4
It was a Christmas pageant presented by a class of four-year-olds and it was an evening to remember. It began with the three virgin Marys marching out onto the stage. As they stood there, they, of course, were waving to their parents. It’s not every Christmas pageant that has three virgin Marys, but over the years the school had acquired three Mary costumes, and so, quite naturally the script was revised. This gave a chance for more children to be involved and kept down the squabbling over who got the starring roles. The two Josephs walked up behind the Marys. Then twenty little angels came out. They were dressed in white robes and huge gauze wings. They were followed by twenty little shepherd boys, dressed in burlap sacks. They carried an array of objects that were supposed to be crooks. 
“It was at this point that the problem occurred. During the dress rehearsal the teacher had used chalk to draw circles on the floor to mark where the angels were supposed to stand and crosses to mark the spots of the shepherds. But the children had practiced with their regular clothes on. So, on the night of the pageant, the angels came walking out with their beautiful gauze wings and stood on their circles. However, their huge wings covered the crosses of the shepherds as well. So when the time 
came for the shepherds to find their places, they did not know where to go because the angels took up all their space. 
“There was one little boy who became extremely frustrated and angry over the whole experience. He finally spied his teacher behind the curtains and shocked everyone when he said in a loud stage whisper heard by everyone, ‘Because of these blankety-blank angels, I can’t find the cross!’” (1) 
He didn’t say, “blankety-blank,” but we are in church, after all. 
I wonder if that can’t happen sometimes? The romantic elements of Christmas the shepherds, the wise men, the angels, the star in the East not to mention the commercialism of Christmas have a tendency to obscure the important meaning of it all, and particularly the message of the cross. 
That is why it might be healthy for us on this Christmas Day to turn to the prologue to John’s Gospel for our scripture lesson. There are no angels, no shepherds, no star, not even Mary and Joseph. Instead there is some of the most beautiful and important theological language ever written: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. 
“In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it . . . The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. 
“He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 
“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” (NIV) 
No shepherds, no angels, no star yet here ultimately is the story of Christmas. 
This story says, first of all, that Christmas is not an act of humanity, but of God. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.” When we could do nothing for ourselves, God stepped in to save us. 
A man by the name of Bob Considine tells of the time he accompanied an infant Vietnamese orphan to the U.S. so she could be adopted after the Vietnam War. On the long flight to the U.S. the baby’s eyes overflowed with tears, but she made absolutely no sound. Considine found a stewardess and asked her what the problem was. The stewardess had seen war orphans before, and was quick to tell Considine that this was normal. As she said, “the reason they don’t make noise when they cry is because they learned a long time ago that nobody will come.” (2) 
What a sad story. A child quits crying when she learns that no one will come. It could be our story. But it is not our story because of the babe in the manger. Christmas is not an act of humanity, but of God. 
This story says, in the second place, that God acted in the only way God could act. “In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it . . . The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.” 
Why could the darkness not understand him? Why did the world not receive him? The problem is quite clear. 
If you can imagine the difference between a keeper of an aquarium and the fish in that aquarium, then you might begin to understand the difference between humanity and God. God is Spirit. Have you ever seen a spirit? God is the creator of a universe that may be billions of light years wide. Can you even begin to imagine a Being of that extraordinary Power and Knowledge? How could God even speak to us without scaring us to death? 
Dr. Daniel Paul Matthews, rector of TrinityChurch, delivered a message on Christmas Eve, 2001, at St. Paul’s Chapel, New York City. This was in the year that the WorldTradeCenter was destroyed by terrorist on 9-11. St. Paul’s is very close to Ground Zero. And yet, in that message he expressed God’s solution to the gulf that exists between Absolute Power and human need in a beautiful way: 
Pretend something like this happened for a moment: The angel Gabriel got back to heaven and rushed up to God and said, “I’ve got good news, and I’ve got bad news.” 
And God said, “Well, give me the good news first.” 
“The good news is,” said the angel, “mission accomplished. I’ve visited those people you told me to visit. I told them what you told me to tell them. And it’s all accomplished.” 
God said, “So what’s the bad news?” 
“The bad news,” the angel said, “is that those people down there on earth are terrified of you. Every time I visited someone I had to start it off with ‘fear not,’ because they got so frightened that you were coming close.” 
God said to the angel, “That’s the reason I have to carry out the plan I’ve made.” 
“You see,” he said to the angel, “I need to go to earth because my people are so frightened. They are so full of fear that I’ve got to bring the message that they no longer need to be afraid.” 
The angel said, “And how are you going to do that, since they’re so fearful?” 
God said, “There’s one place on earth that people are not afraid: that one remaining place is a little baby. My people on earth are not afraid of a baby. When a baby is born they rejoice and give thanks without fear because that’s the only place left in their lives where they’re not afraid. So I will go to earth. I will become a little baby, and they will receive me with no fear at all, because that’s the one place my people have no fear.” (3) 
God acted in the only way God could act without overwhelming us and taking away our
freedom. God became a tiny babe. Christmas is an act of God. In Christmas God acted in the only way God could have acted. 
And, finally, in Christmas God gave to us the greatest gift God could give us–God told us who we are. 
Have you ever received a Christmas gift that you knew was not well thought out? Someone sent it to you just to get the gift-giving over and done with. Oh, you’ve sent a gift like that? 
Some of you will remember a Democratic presidential candidate of many years ago named Adlai Stevenson. Stevenson was a respected politician who had the misfortune to run against a genuine war hero, Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower. 
There is a hilarious story that is told on Adlai Stevenson. When he was working in the Agricultural Adjustment Administration, he wrote a marketing agreement for the walnut industry. That Christmas the industry thanked him by sending him an enormous gunnysack full of packages of walnuts. This generous gift came at just the right time because Stevenson had not done his Christmas shopping. Happily he took these packages of walnuts and sent them to all his Washington friends. Then he made the awful discovery. In each of the individual packages was a little card saying, “Merry Christmas from the walnut industry to Adlai Stevenson.” He should have known better. At least, he should have examined one of the packages of walnuts before he started sending them out. But he was in a hurry and did not give much thought to what he was doing. We do that sometimes, don’t we? Give gifts without much thought to them? 
Not so with God. God knew right from the beginning what He was doing. God gave us what we most needed. God told us who we are. “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.” That’s who we are children of God. When we know that, the meaning and purpose of life changes. 
Marjorie Tallcott was married and had one child during the Great Depression. The family managed to scrape their way through, but as Christmas approached one year Marjorie and her husband were disappointed that they would not be able to buy any presents. A week before Christmas they explained to their six-year-old son, Pete, that there would be no store-bought presents this Christmas. “But I’ll tell you what we can do,” said Pete’s father, “we can make pictures of the presents we’d like to give to each other.” 
That was a busy week. Marjorie and her husband set to work. Christmas Day arrived and the family rose to find their skimpy little tree made magnificent by the picture presents they had adorned it with. There was luxury beyond imagination in those pictures a black limousine and red speedboat for Dad, a diamond bracelet and fur coat for Mom, a camping tent and a swimming pool for Pete. Then Pete pulled out his present, a crayon drawing of a man, a woman and a child with their arms around each other laughing. Under the picture was just one word: “US.” Years later Marjorie writes that it was the richest, most satisfying Christmas they ever had. (4) 
Pete’s card summed it up. “Us.” The love and security of a family. It’s the kind of picture God presents to us on Christmas Day. Read God’s Christmas card: “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.” Christmas is an act of God, not of humanity. God acted in the only way that God could have acted without taking away our freedom. God became a tiny baby. And God told us who we are: God’s own children. We don’t need to fear anything. We belong to God. 
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