Christmas Eve
December 24, 2009
Text:  Luke 2:1-20; Isaiah 9:2-7
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
_______________________________

How small and gentle His coming was!  How could it be other than small and gentle?  He came as an infant!  Christmas is a celebration of hope in the midst of vulnerability.
The entire population of the mighty and powerful Roman Empire was being counted.  But our story tonight does not take place among the marble palaces and courts of Rome, but rather in the dusty, backwater village of Bethlehem.  Christmas is a celebration of hope in the midst of vulnerability.

In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augusust…  Our Christmas story begins with power, wealth, control, might.  But the heart of the story is the birth of a little baby.  The heart of the Christmas story is about vulnerability and weakness, not power.  The Christmas story is a celebration of hope in the midst of vulnerability.

  I was 22 years old, a few weeks away from heading off to seminary, and I was asked to lead the liturgy at Gloria Dei Lutheran Church in Iowa City.  Before worship began, Pastor Roy Wingate and I were standing in the narthex, looking through the glass at all the people assembled for worship, and Roy said to me:  “What a gift ministry is!  To be a part of all those people’s lives….to be invited into all their vulnerabilities!”  
And now tonight – 40 years later – I can look out upon your faces, and I can truthfully say the same thing:  “What a gift ministry is!  To be a part of your lives….to be invited into your vulnerabilities, your heartaches and sorrows and pains.”  Christmas is a celebration of hope in the midst of vulnerability!
Of course, tonight, there are so many of you guests and visitors with us, so I cannot say that I know your particular vulnerabilities and sorrows.  But I do know that you have them.  And these holy days – not holidays…holy days – these holy days intensify our vulnerabilities, don’t they?

· If during this past year, a loved one of yours died, then tonight, on Christmas Eve, you especially feel that pain and loneliness.

· If you have lost your job in this difficult recession, then tonight you especially feel the distress of that loss.

· If you are caring for a spouse or a parent who has Alzheimer’s, then tonight you don’t have to be told what vulnerability means.

· If there is a child in your family, a young one battling cancer….or mental illness….or the demons of rebellion….then tonight, on Christmas Eve, you are wearing your hopes for that son or daughter, nephew or niece…..you are wearing those hopes 

on your sleeve.
Tonight I especially want to proclaim to you the hope that is embedded in all that vulnerability.  Tonight we could almost substitute Luke’s Christmas story with 

St. Paul’s words about his “thorn in the flesh.”  St. Paul, in the midst of his own weakness and vulnerability, hears the great good news from God, who tells him, “My power is made perfect in weakness.”  That’s Luke’s Christmas story in a nutshell:  God’s power is made perfect in weakness!

Let me tell you about weakness.  Let me tell you about David Rogers.  Oh, David started out strong.  At age 29 he was the star graduate of Harvard Medical School, building a career in genetics and pediatrics, delivering scientific lectures.

One day he was driving to his father’s house in Pasadena to celebrate a birthday.  Out of the blue, on the freeway, came a loose wheel and axle, crushing through David’s roof.  There was no place to duck.  In one sudden stroke, his power was ended.  David is now a paraplegic, weak and vulnerable.

Let me tell you about another David, David Kaplan.  This David was weak from birth, born with developmental challenges.  He had spent 14 years of his life living in a sheltered workshop.  Eventually he learned enough skills so that he could live independently and work.  But still there was something missing from his life.  He hungered more and more to serve people.  But how could he do that?  He was weak and vulnerable.

Another example of frailty – 25 years ago, the Lutheran church in East Germany, specifically, Nikolai Lutheran Church in Leipzig.  Back then the church in communist-controlled East Germany was pretty much dead, impotent, just a bunch of old women who worshiped on Sunday mornings.

But then in the late 1980’s, every Monday evening, in Leipzig, at Nikolai Lutheran Church, there would be a prayer service for peace.  Not a whole lot of people there, mostly would-be émigrés, folks who were bitter and angry about their country and wanted to leave.  Just a handful of ordinary folks, but they continued to gather every Monday evening, praying for peace.  No power there that would threaten the state!

On a cool, December evening, some 2,000 years ago, a baby was born, weak, defenseless, vulnerable.  What child is this? the Christmas carol asks, who laid to rest, on Mary’s lap is sleeping?...Why lies he in such mean estate, where ox and ass are feeding?

As that Christmas carol goes on to remind us, it is not just the tiny baby sucking at Mary’s breast who is vulnerable.  But the Jesus who grows into a man remains vulnerable because he has taken on our weakness, our frailty.  And because of this, as the carol reminds us, his life will end on the cross:  Nails, spear shall pierce him through, The cross be borne, for me, for you.

Christmas, you see, is only the beginning of the story.  Certainly there is good news in the Christmas proclamation that God has become one of us, that God has taken on our vulnerability.  But to hear the entire good news, in all of its glory, we have to crane our necks and look ahead to the rest of the story….ahead to the cross, ahead to the empty tomb, where God proclaims to all the world that there is a special, mysterious power in weakness.  The crying, diapered, nursing baby becomes the resurrected Son of God, sitting at the right hand of the Father, assuming all majesty and power.
And what comes in between the manger and the empty tomb?  The cross!  Karl Barth, the Swiss theologian, told us that the cross is the most concrete form of the fellowship between Jesus Christ and the Christian.  I think tonight we could say, too, that the manger is also a concrete form of the fellowship between Christ and the Christian.

You and I have our weakness and vulnerability; the Christ Child in the manger and the Christ on the cross had his weakness and vulnerability.  That ties us together in fellowship.

Have you ever noticed the many connections between the birth story of the Christ Child and the passion story of our Lord?  There are so many remarkable ties that some have called this Christmas story the Passion of the Infant Christ!
· On Calvary Jesus was stretched and straightened and fastened down to the cross.  In Bethlehem He was stretched out and straightened and fastened securely in swaddling cloths.

· On Calvary he was laid upon a wooden cross.  In Bethlehem he was laid within a wooden manger.

· By the cross stood Mary His Mother; by the crib knelt Mary His Mother.

· At his birth he was called “King of the Jews.”  At his death that same phrase, “King of the Jews,” was inscribed over his cross.

· Both the manger and the tomb did not belong to him; both had been borrowed.
· At his birth the Wise Men bring gifts of myrrh and frankincense.  At his death, his body is anointed with myrrh and other fragrances.

· In Bethlehem Christ slept his first sleep in his mother’s arms; on Calvary, at least as depicted by Michelangelo’s Pieta, Christ slept his last sleep in his mother’s arms.

· Angels appeared to the shepherds; and angels also appeared to the women at the empty tomb.

· The Christmas angels sang of “peace on earth”; and the Risen Christ’s first words to his disciples were “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.”
The weakness and vulnerability of the Baby Jesus in the Bethlehem manger is mirrored in the weakness and vulnerability of the dying Christ on the cross!  And out of all that weakness comes the power of the resurrection!  
And we who are joined to this Christ in our Baptism, we can see how the good news transforms our weakness into power.  Remember the two Davids I told you about?  One a paraplegic doctor, the other developmentally challenged?  Someone brought these two weak Davids together and now, side by side, they slay Goliaths of disease and setback.

David Kaplan flips pages, answers the phone, stamps a signature, writes and pushes a wheelchair for Dr. David Rogers.  David Rogers says, “He is my hands.  He does everything for me, from delivering and getting records to making phone calls.  He remembers phone numbers, people I saw or spoke to months ago.  He’s invaluable.”

Weak David plus weak David, the paraplegic and the sheltered one, together they carry on a medical career and serve people.  Together they are strong.

And Nikolai Church in Leipzig, East Germany, with its small Monday night prayer service for peace?  In September, 1989, after the prayer service, the worshipers went out into the streets…just a small group of them, only 70 strong.  But, led by their pastor, they were committed to nonviolent resistance.  Talk about vulnerability!  The police shoved them from one side of the street to the other.

By the last Monday evening in September, 5,000 people were gathering at Nikolai Church.  The next Monday, 20,000 people assembled there, waiting until the peace service ended, and then they marched in the streets.  The following Monday, 150,000 people!

And we know where it all ended:  the communist leadership resigned, a new government was formed, the Berlin Wall came down.  This year is the 20th anniversary of that amazing happening in Germany!  All of that power had its beginning in weakness and vulnerability!

What child is this?  A seemingly helpless one, at Mary’s breast.  But in the weakness of this Jesus there is a new power for us all.  Real power resides in weakness, in vulnerability.  Real power lies in a little baby.

This, this is Christ the king,

Whom shepherds guard and angels sing;

Haste, haste to bring him laud,

The babe, the Son of Mary!


