Christmas Eve
December 24, 2011
Text:  Luke 2:1-20
It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.  That’s how Charles Dickens begins his story of the French Revolution, A Tale of Two Cities.
It was the worst of times, but God made it the best of times.  That’s how Luke the Gospel-writer begins his Christmas story.  Luke reverses the order because, after all, Christmas is the Great Reversal, the divine becoming human.

Luke anchors his Christmas story solidly in history.  Just look at the three bolts he uses to fix it fast in history:

· Earlier in his first chapter, he had referred to the days of Herod the King 

· In our Gospel tonight he mentions the reign of Caesar Augustus…  
· And Quirinius, governor of Syria… 
It was the worst of times…  These are all tyrants!  In the midst of the worst possible atmosphere, in the midst of the most depressing, despairing, and defeatist of times – in the face of a ruthless tyrant like Herod and a would-be God like Caesar and a symbol of Roman oppression like Quirinius – just look what happened!  Look what God did in the midst of the worst possible human scenario.

This was no Norman Rockwell Christmas.  This was the worst of all possible times, but God made it the best of times:  the Great Reversal!  
And God can do that for us, too!  In the midst of the worst possible days of our lives, God gives us a festival of hope.  Whatever oppression, whatever crushing burden, whatever havoc this economy has created in your lives, whatever loved one whose death you are mourning at this time of year, whatever pain and sorrow afflict your heart, the Savior still is born!
A mother, who had spent most of her life caring for, living with, and loving a child with Down Syndrome, said, “My child is the best, worst thing that ever happened to me in my life.”

After the birth of her daughter, her husband left them:  he couldn’t handle it.  Her life had to be totally reorganized around the care of her child.  And yet, this little girl had been a great gift to her; she had brought her unrestrained, complete love; she had given her mother’s life great purpose and meaning:  “My child is the best, worst thing that ever happened to me in my life.”  The Great Reversal.

Luke’s Christmas Story is all about the Great Reversal.  It is the story of the newborn baby bound for death.  And Luke is not very subtle about it:  similarities abound between the birth of Jesus and the death of Jesus:

· There was no place in the inn for the baby to be born except in a borrowed stable; there was no place for the dead body of Jesus to be laid, except in a borrowed tomb.

· The baby was born at night; he died on the cross when darkness covered the earth.

· The little baby is wrapped in swaddling clothes; the dead Jesus is wrapped in burial clothes.

· The baby is placed in a stone manger; the crucified Jesus is placed in a tomb hewn out of the rock.

· The shepherds who knelt before the child in the manger went off praising and glorifying God; the Roman centurion who witnessed the condemned Jesus die on the cross, glorified God and said, ‘Certainly this was a righteous man.’

There was once a children’s Christmas pageant that pointed to this Great Reversal, the baby bound for death.  At first it was a pageant like almost all pageants, like ours here earlier this afternoon:  there were shepherds in bathrobes, kings bearing gifts wrapped in silver and gold foil.  Yet the highlight occurred when Mary unwrapped the babe in the swaddling cloths and revealed, not a cuddly baby doll, but rather a cross.  In silence, Mary held the cross high over the manger for all to gaze upon.  The Great Reversal, the baby bound for death.

And, of course, this Great Reversal is for our benefit.  The divine becoming human, the baby who goes to the cross, is all intended for the Great Reversal in our lives:  for our brokenness to be made whole, for our sins to be forgiven.  That was the word of the angel to Joseph, wasn’t it?  You shall name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.

And isn’t that the deepest desire of our lives?  To be accepted as we were when we were children, unconditionally and cheerfully, by those who matter most to us.  Yet no matter how exceptional our birth families, none of us ever experienced that completely and perfectly.  

But that’s what we’re looking for.  And that’s the gift of grace, of acceptance, of forgiveness, that is given to us by this baby bound for death.  It is the Great Reversal of our lives.
Tom Long, a preaching professor, tells of taking his two teenagers into New York City to do some Christmas shopping a couple of decades ago.  They had to walk along 42nd Street in order to get to Bloomingdale’s.  And this was back in the days when 42nd Street was filled with all of civilization’s sleaziness and smut:  pimps, prostitutes, dope pushers, porno movies.  “The kids were trying to look cool,” Tom writes, “but my overriding thoughts were on them, in the middle of all this trash, Melanie and David, my treasure.”
But then he had a fleeting thought, “For one brief moment, there entered into my mind the thought that each of these, too – the pimps, and the prostitutes and the dope peddlers, the drug addicts – that each of these, too, is somebody’s child, somebody’s treasure.”

At the end of the block there was a street preacher quoting scripture and shouting biblical admonitions through a battery-powered megaphone to the passing masses of people.  Tom writes of this street preacher:  “In his own disorganized, perhaps even demented way, he was trying to communicate to that disinterested crowd of New Yorkers the message that was burning in his heart – for it was Christmastime and his text was The Word is made flesh, and dwells among us, filled with grace and truth.”  The Great Reversal of the divine becoming human; and each of us being treasured, in spite of our brokenness.  That’s the Great Reversal.

There was another Christmas pageant, this one held in the fellowship hall of a small, rural church.  One of the cast members was Wally, a 7th-grader, a shy, reserved young boy, not at all assertive, and probably miscast in this play as the stern innkeeper.  Yet Wally practiced his simple line, “No room,” over and over again, until he could finally do it with a bit of authoritative and forceful sternness.

It was time for his scene.  Mary and Joseph hobbled wearily across the stage, knocked on the door, and pleaded for lodging.  Wally grumbled to his feet and dutifully recited his line:  “No room!”

“But, sir, my wife is having a baby.”  It was an improvisation that poor Wally obviously did not expect.   After all, he had only the one line.  He finally stammered it again, “No room!” – stamping his foot on the floor in the hope that it would add emphasis.

“Please, kind sir, won’t you reconsider?”  Wally shifted uneasily, not sure how to answer.  He knew what he was supposed to say, but it just didn’t feel right anymore.  Unable to speak, Wally sadly looked down and simply shook his head.

Joseph and Mary turned, and reluctantly started back across the stage.  As Wally watched them, however, his eyes began to fill with compassion.  Suddenly responding to a grace that, though not part of the script, somehow seemed to embrace the moment, and he startled himself, the holy couple, and the entire audience by calling out, “Wait a minute.  Don’t go.  You can have my room.”

The love that came down at Christmas, God’s Great Reversal, inspires a Great Reversal also in you and me.  This inward gaze, that always seeks to find out what’s in it for me….that selfish word, “me, me, me”….that becomes reversed and you and I begin to look outside of our own selves and begin to serve our neighbors.

I’ve had a couple of stories tonight about Christmas pageants.  Why do Christmas pageants  attract us so?  Garrison Keillor once commented, “Because it’s a great story, and we just want to be part of it.”

We want to be part of the Christmas story.  That’s what Christmas is all about, isn’t it?  Not getting a new outfit of clothes….not going to more parties than we’ve been to all year….not shopping till we drop, eating and drinking till we’re all overweight.  No, Christmas is about the Great Reversal, about coming home to who we are really meant to be, down under all the dreams and ambitions and affectations.

It is a time for change and conversion, when we, like old Ebenezer Scrooge, reassess our lives and rediscover what it is to be human and Christlike and loving.  We return to the realization that our lives are not just our own, to be used selfishly just for our own benefit, but they are to be given and shared.  Christmas is a time to understand that we, like the baby Jesus, were put here not to have power, but to love and to serve.

There was a priest in London named John.  Father John felt called to work with that city’s poor.  However, he was never assigned to a poor parish.  Finally, he decided to withdraw from his priestly duties and take work as a street-sweeper in London.

Each day he went out with the street-sweepers to sweep the streets.  He worked beside them, with them never knowing that he was a priest.

One of the most popular street-sweepers became ill and died.  It had happened so suddenly, the other street-sweepers were shocked.  “If only we had known,” they said to themselves, “we might have been able to do something for him.”

John suggested, “Why don’t we give him a good funeral?”  The street-sweepers all replied that they would never know how to give someone a funeral.  How would they begin?

John told them that he would help.  In something of a Great Reversal of his own, he revealed to them that he was a Catholic priest, and together they planned the funeral.

On Saturday, hundreds of street-sweepers filled a Catholic church.  Father John came out in his priestly robes and led a beautiful funeral.

Toward the end, one befuddled and dazed street-sweeper stood up toward the front of the congregation, turned around and faced his fellow street-sweepers and said in amazement, “Are there any other priests among us?”

Oh, yes, yes, there are…we are all priests.  It is part of God’s Great Reversal….all of us called to be little Christs, incarnated into the world, baptized, washed and scrubbed clean, each of us, for ministry.  And Christmas is our celebration of this Great Reversal.
