Special Installment: Christmas Eve
December 24, 2018

Luke 2:1-14 (15-20)

The Case of the Missing Baby

Sometimes we don’t intend to lose Jesus; we just do.

AT A GLANCE: 
Homiletics Editor Timothy Merrill tells the story of a very special nativity scene that was delivered — without a baby Jesus.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s OT text, see “The Lion and the Lamb,” December 25, 1994, at HomileticsOnline.com. 

It’s very difficult to get through the Advent season without seeing a nativity scene. We no longer see these on the courthouse lawn, but we’re likely to see such scenes in shopping malls, in the homes of our friends or on the lawns of our neighbors. (If a nativity scene has been constructed or placed on display in the church you serve, you can mention it here.)
	Such scenes can be found all over the world. Some nativity scenes are huge. Others are small enough to fit on the mantel in the living room. The figures in these Christmas crèches might be made from olive wood, alabaster, banana leaves, soapstone, marble, cedar, terra cotta or driftwood. These sets are found in the Philippines, Mexico, Kenya, Ecuador, Vietnam and elsewhere.
Sometimes, nativity scenes go missing. Just last year, a councilwoman in Pittsburgh discovered that a personal nativity scene, a family heirloom, had gone missing after she placed it under the City Council Christmas tree. It was a crèche that had belonged to her grandmother. Some believe it was a political theft having to do with church and state issues.
In Spencer, Iowa, someone made off with one of the lambs from the nativity scene at Southpark Mall. The culprit has never been apprehended, no doubt on the lam with the lamb.
Also last year, several figures from a nativity scene at a church in Maine were stolen the day after Christmas.
Nativity theft is apparently a fairly common thing.
Timothy Merrill, editor of Homiletics, tells the following story about a nativity scene. 

A little more than a year ago, my wife and I spotted a small advertisement about nativity scenes. The website offered nativity figures hand-carved by a Chinese woodcarver. The pieces included stable animals, Mary, Joseph and baby Jesus. The customer could choose how many pieces he or she wanted, and the price was set accordingly. A 16-piece set cost more than an 8-piece set, for example.
	We wanted them all! So we made the order and in due time the package arrived. 
	The order included a stable that could be pieced together. After assembling the stable, we unwrapped the hand-carved pieces. We placed them in the scene itself. The pieces were beautiful. We were quite happy with the craftsmanship and the uniqueness of the display. 
	Then we noticed something odd.
	We could not find a baby Jesus.
	Since the set also came in a large wooden box — a box that was full of Styrofoam peanuts, old newspapers used for wrapping and the like — we sifted through everything, pawing around, throwing stuff into the air. Soon our living room looked like the floor of a UPS shipping center. But still no baby.
	We wrote to the woodcarver about this. The website said that baby Jesus was included. Where is baby Jesus? 
	He replied that he had discontinued baby Jesus because customers invariably lost the little baby woodcarving.
	I asked him if he would carve a baby Jesus for us. He said yes, but that he could not get it to us in time for Christmas. I would have it about February. I said that was fine.
	
This year, baby Jesus is in the nativity scene of the Merrill home.
The question, however, is: Do we have baby Jesus in our scene, as it were — not just in a nativity scene, but in our lives throughout the year? Where is baby Jesus? Where is Jesus? Has he disappeared?
	We’re speaking literally and metaphorically, of course. Is there room for Jesus in your life right now? 
	
Before addressing that question, we might want to look at what and who we have room for — in general.
	The obvious answer is that we have room for our family, our spouse, our children and even extended family. This is as it should be, of course. Many attending the Christmas Eve service are attending as families. Christmas is many things to many different people, and the degree of religious sentiment attached to it varies considerably. Still, Christmas is often, if not usually, a time when the family comes together. 
	Yet, many of us work very hard and play hard during the year, and consequently, many families, children and spouses don’t really feel the love.
	Although the family is together at Christmas, it is subject to many modern stressors that can fracture family relationships. Family members — spouses, children, parents, grandparents — will get a Christmas present tonight, or perhaps tomorrow morning. 
But presents don’t equal presence and the former cannot be a substitute for the latter.
	Most spouses and children would prefer to have us home for dinner, if possible.
	This is the conflict working adults face. We want and need to support our families, and this requires us to be away from the home. 
	So, while we have room in our life for family, sometimes the forces associated with our lifestyle make this difficult to manage well as much as we want to.
	Keep this light and casual in tone and demeanor as you speak. Your congregation didn’t come to the service to be scolded about their lifestyles! You want to gently remind the congregation to make space for each other. You want to remind them that in the nativity scene we see a family. They should all be together if possible, as much as possible.
	We are a part of this scene we call family. Let’s be there.

We also have room — not just for family — but for many other things. We have room for television and gaming, we have room for online surfing on Pinterest, Facebook and other sites. We have room for hobbies. We have room for eating out.
	It’s wonderful that we have room for all of these things, all of which can be and should be blessings in our lives.
	But all of these things for which we have room need to be linked to a larger purpose and meaning. Who is that meaning? Who is the purpose? 
	Baby Jesus is the purpose and the meaning.
	Without room for Jesus, without that spiritual connection, without that longing to be in relationship with God through Jesus Christ, we are just doing fun things until we die and it is all over.

Truth is, having baby Jesus in the nativity scene brings great joy! 
	It is good news. It is “tidings of great joy!” 
	Finding room for Jesus is not a negative thing. It is not a somber, dread, dreary and dull thing.
	With Jesus in our scene, our lives are suddenly purposeful. We have direction. We tag onto his values. We love what he loved. We value what he valued. We live for Someone and something outside of ourselves and that’s a good thing.
	Jesus came to Earth, after all, for a reason —
· He came to find those who are lost. 
· He came to fill the emptiness. 
· He came to point us to the way, the truth and the life. 
· He came to reveal God. 
· He came that we “may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10:10).
	There is an emptiness to living just for ourselves. It’s no surprise or accident that when people retire and find that they have more discretionary time, an overwhelming number of them volunteer for an organization that helps others. During his pre-Civil War tour of the United States, the French historian and sociologist Alexis de Tocqueville observed that Americans love to be a part of civic organizations that work to improve their communities. In 1944, Arthur Schlesinger, historian, social critic and public intellectual, famously referred to America as a “nation of joiners.” 
Today, more than 60 million Americans do volunteer activities during any given year, and many of them are seniors. We really want to have something meaningful in our lives.
	This is the gift that Jesus brings to us — the gift of meaning.

It’s not that we’re secularists who want nothing to do with Jesus.
That’s not us.
The problem is that we’ve momentarily lost Jesus.
He’s around here somewhere. You know that you put baby Jesus somewhere for safekeeping — someplace that you’d remember when it was time to retrieve him for an important occasion, like his birthday! 
But sometimes we can’t find him, can we? We’re too accustomed to living without him. And when we need him — well, we just don’t know what’s become of him.
He’s in a drawer or a closet or a long-forgotten corner somewhere. We’ll find him someday, we’re sure of it. But right now, we have no clue.
So life must go on. We construct our nativity scenes, our lives, and everything looks great, at least at first glance. But close inspection reveals something’s off. We’re all looking at different things. We really aren’t worshiping the Child who, in any case, is not in the manger. We all look preoccupied, as though we’re wondering what we’re doing. 
We’re still suffering from post-traumatic shopping disorder.
It’s all a show.

The Merrills’ Chinese woodcarver said that many people simply lose baby Jesus. He’s so easy to lose, after all. There’s nothing malicious about it. People don’t intend to lose Jesus, he said. In fact, they probably made a commitment to keep Jesus, and put Jesus front and center where he belongs.
But he got lost. Somehow, we weren’t paying attention. Perhaps he was set aside to make room for other elements of the scene, and the intention was to return him to his rightful place in our lives. 
But it didn’t happen.
However, it can happen. We can return Jesus to his rightful place — right now, as we prepare to light the candles and sing “Silent Night.” 
Son of God, love’s pure light
radiant beams from thy holy face
with the dawn of redeeming grace,
Jesus, Lord, at thy birth.

Timothy Merrill, Melanie Silva, Heidi Wiebe and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Discuss the implications of Jesus’ name “Immanuel” — God with us.
· Use a nativity scene as a prop to speak briefly about each character in the scene.

Participation Pointer:
Arrange for some nativity scenes to be on display around the church during Advent, and since this is the theme of the sermon, have a number of them up front, so it is really the focus of the message. If there is a large nativity up front, you can begin by pointing out that the baby Jesus is missing from the nativity scene — an observation which would easily move into the first illustration of the material above. And as the sermon wraps up and the preacher has made the point of baby Jesus making Christmas what it is, and what Christmas means, arrange for someone to come up from the congregation saying they found baby Jesus. A fitting conclusion for the sermon.
—Rev. Heidi Wiebe, Stromsburg Covenant Church, Stromsburg, Nebraska. 

Source:
For unusual nativity scenes, see the Real Poland Website at: realpoland.eu/unusual-nativity-scenes.

Animating Illustrations
In Poland, the best-known nativity scenes are called szopka krakowska. It is a Christmas tradition that originated from Kraków and dates back to the 19th century. The main material is wood or plywood. Smaller elements are made of cardboard and decorated with colorful tinfoil. “What is unusual about these nativity scenes,” says one writer, “is that they use historical buildings of Kraków, especially churches, as backdrop. They also often contain figurines that illustrate elements of Polish culture, such as politicians, artists, the Pope or the Dragon of Wawel Hill.”

##

In a holiday season teeming with traditions, the enduring (and illegal) practice of pilfering baby Jesus statues from nativity scenes appears to be alive and well, particularly in northern New Jersey, where at least five churches have reported such thefts since Christmas Eve.
	The Archdiocese of Newark confirmed the thefts to NBC New York, and said that the figurines had been snatched from St. Clare Roman Catholic Church in Clifton; Our Lady of Sorrows Catholic Church and St. Cecilia Roman Catholic Church, both in Kearny; Sacred Heart Roman Catholic Church in Lyndhurst; and Queen of Peace Church in North Arlington. The churches are all within about 10 miles of one another.
	The thefts in New Jersey are believed to be part of a yearly tradition, often carried out by bored teenagers looking for an easy prank. But the victims — including church clergy, homeowners, town officials and restaurant owners — rarely see the humor of stealing the centerpiece of a religious celebration.
	In recent years, surveillance systems have been installed to keep watch over nativity scenes. Bolts, fasteners, fences and other restraints have been constructed to keep thieves away. The occasional baby Jesus statue has even been outfitted with a GPS tracker.
	But still, every year, a Jesus statue goes missing somewhere. Sometimes, a Mary one goes missing, too.
—Katie Rogers, “Thefts of baby Jesus statues unnerve New Jersey churches,” The New York Times, December 28, 2015. nytimes.com. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

	In “The Big Little Jesus,” the December 24, 1953, episode of the television series Dragnet, Sgts. Friday and Smith are called upon to investigate the theft of a baby Jesus from a church nativity display on Christmas Eve. 
	Unable to solve the crime, the officers tell the priest that Mass must be celebrated without the baby Jesus. 
The figurine is restored when a boy arrives with it in a wagon. He tells the officers that he had vowed that if he got a wagon for Christmas, baby Jesus would have the first ride. 
This episode was remade when Dragnet went to color; it is not only the only episode made twice, but the only story not based on an actual police case.
— “Baby Jesus theft,” Wikipedia.org. (Yes, baby Jesus theft is enough of a thing to rate its own Wikipedia article. And that’s just the facts, ma’am.) Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

	Szopki (pronounced shop-key) are still popular Christmas traditions in Krakow [Poland]. Thanks to Dave Motak of Pittsburgh, Pa., they are growing in popularity in the United States. 
	“They celebrate the birth of Christ in an elaborate way,” he said. “He was born in a stable and we should not lose sight of the fact that he was born into a simple family. But this celebrates [his birth] by putting him in a fabulous structure.”
	The crèches are made from cardboard covered with foil, fake jewels, found objects, figures of people and other artistic touches. In the past, they were made primarily by craftsmen who were out of work for the winter. Sometimes the puppet figures are animated, but out of respect, the Holy Family is always stationary. 
	Motak appreciates the crèches not just for the art, but also for their history. When they were banned from churches, performers turned to political satire that led to them being banned in general in the late 19th century. They resurfaced after World War I, then again went underground. 
	“In World War II, King Herod and the murder of the infants was one of the favorite motifs,” he said. “That was very popular with the Polish people because they identified with being oppressed.”
	“This is a very fragile, very beautiful art form, and the materials aren’t durable,” Motak said. “But szopki have really outlasted those who tried to suppress them. Like the faith of the Polish people, they are beautiful and long-lasting.” 
— Maryann Gogniat Eidemiller, “Polish crèches elaborately celebrate Christ’s birth,” Our Sunday Visitor Newsweekly, December 14, 2011. Osv.com. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

	Why do people put up crèches at Christmastime, anyway?
	Credit Saint Francis of Assisi, who is said to have staged the first nativity scene in 1223. The only historical account we have of Francis’ nativity scene comes from The Life of St. Francis of Assisi by Saint Bonaventure, a Franciscan monk who was born five years before Francis’ death. According to Bonaventure’s biography, Saint Francis got permission from Pope Honorious III to set up a manger with hay and two live animals — an ox and an ass — in a cave in the Italian village of Grecio. He then invited the villagers to come gaze upon the scene while he preached about “the babe of Bethlehem.” (Francis was supposedly so overcome by emotion that he couldn’t say “Jesus.”) Bonaventure also claims that the hay used by Francis miraculously acquired the power to cure local cattle diseases and pestilences.
	While this part of Bonaventure’s story is dubious, it’s clear that nativity scenes had enormous popular appeal. ...
	The familiar cast of characters we see today — namely the three wise men and the shepherds — aren’t biblically accurate. Of the four gospels in the New Testament, only Matthew and Luke describe Jesus’ birth, the former focusing on the story of the wise men’s trek to see the infant king, the latter recounting the shepherds’ visit to the manger where Jesus was born. Nowhere in the Bible do the shepherds and wise men appear together, and nowhere in the Bible are donkeys, oxen, cattle or other domesticated animals mentioned in conjunction with Jesus’ birth. But early nativity scenes took their cues more from religious art than from Scripture. ...
	As nativity scenes spread, different regions began to take on different artistic features and characters. For example, the santon figurines manufactured in Provence in France are made of terra cotta and include a wide range of villagers. In the Catalonia region of Spain, a figure known as the caganer — a young boy in the act of defecating — shows up in most nativity scenes. In 20th- and 21st-century America, nativity figurines became associated with kitsch rather than piety, with nonreligious figures like snowmen and rubber ducks sometimes occupying the main roles.
—L.V. Anderson, “Who staged the first nativity scene?,” Slate.com, December 12. 2013. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

	Puritans gave the church many profound writings and called it to holiness. 
However, Christmas was not a hit with Puritans on either side of the Atlantic. Their objections were religious. Not only were there no grounds for believing Christ was born on December 25th, but the Bible had also not established the practice. Further, they objected that for many people, Christmas observance was a sacrilege; a time of heavy drinking and pagan customs. 
	On Christmas Day, December 25, 1621, William Bradford called the colonists of Plymouth Plantation to work. Some new arrivals said it went against their consciences to work on the day, so he said he would spare them until they were better informed. When the workers returned at noon, they found the newcomers bowling and tossing the bar. Bradford confiscated their playthings and told them that it was against his conscience that they should play while others worked. If they made keeping Christmas a matter of devotion, let them stay in their houses, but there would be no games. 
	After the Puritans came to power in England, they began issuing laws against Christmas in 1642. In 1647, Parliament passed a law that the feast of the Nativity of Christ should be no longer observed. Some English folk protested through pamphlets, others by holding celebrations in defiance of the law, still others by refusing to open their shops. At Oxford, Ipswich and Canterbury, people rioted. A mob beat the mayor of Canterbury senseless, breaking his windows as well as his bones. Thousands vowed that if they could not have Christmas, they would bring the king back to his throne. ...
	Across the Atlantic on this day, December 25, 1659, the Massachusetts General Court banned the observance of Christmas under penalty of stiff fines. The law stood for over 20 years.
—Christian History Institute, “Puritans attempt to abolish Christmas.” Christianhistoryinstitute.org. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

	We are in a season of contradictions. Lights glitter from every structure; meanwhile, the nights lengthen, and darkness begins to come earlier, stay later. A little shiver runs through our pre-electric-light, primordial selves. The ancient human family viewed this time of year with trepidation. They lit fires for warmth and light, and wondered what the winter would bring. No longer concerned with a lack of food and shelter during the freezing winter months, we turn on the central heat, put on a fleece-lined parka and wait for the weather report.
	Yet underneath our civilized response to the season, we may sense our human roots. We may look at the dark velvet dome of the night sky laced with stars, and wonder. It is a season that mysteriously brings together death and birth — death of the old season, the old year, the growth from last summer’s garden; birth of the new light after December 21, the Winter Solstice and birth of the community that is formed as we turn inward with the season. It is the season when Christianity celebrates the birth of Jesus, also called Immanuel or God-with-us.
	This is the season when we remember that darkness may be fruitful — the darkness of the soil where the hidden seed sleeps, or the darkness of the womb where new life is created. This is the darkness of gestation, the darkness in which creative spirit begins to make the first silent stirrings, taking form and flesh. We celebrate the deep compatibility of the divine and the human as we rejoice in the Incarnation — in God’s life being revealed to us in the baby boy born at Bethlehem, God being birthed into human life, taking on human nature from the inside out. ...
	The first time I went to Wales in 1994, Patrick Thomas, Welsh author and Anglican priest, told us that in every Welsh nativity scene, a washerwoman accompanies Mary, Joseph and Jesus at the manger. For the Welsh tradition, if Jesus isn’t born daily into the common household, then there’s really no point of celebrating the birth at Bethlehem.
—Mary Earle, “A Celtic Christmas: Celebrating the sacred in all creation,” ExploreFaith.org. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

	Thirty years ago, a little movie called A Christmas Story debuted. The period comedy — set in the fictionalized suburban hamlet of Hohman, Indiana — found mild success when it opened the day before Thanksgiving, but by late December, it was no longer playing in most theaters. (The New York Times suggested “you [had] to possess the stamina of a pearl diver” to enjoy it.) If you celebrated Christmas in 1983, you almost certainly never heard of Ralphie Parker and his Red Ryder 200-shot range model air rifle, the greatest Christmas gift ever received.
	Today, it’s difficult to imagine a holiday season in America without A Christmas Story. More than 48 million people watched a 24-hour Christmas Story marathon last year, which airs annually from Christmas Eve until the evening of Christmas Day. ... 
	There’s a Christmas Story museum in Cleveland, across the street from the house where the movie was filmed, stuffed with props, collectables and other sorts of on-set ephemera. Fans can buy official Christmas Story leg lamps, vintage Red Ryder BB guns and adult-sized bunny-rabbit onesies inspired by Aunt Clara’s “deranged Easter Bunny” pajamas. The movie even casts a cultural shadow as long as Frank Capra’s It’s a Wonderful Life, according to a recent Marist poll.
	While it’s all but impossible to make it through December without encountering A Christmas Story, though, relatively few know about the man who’s behind the story: the unconventional ’60s icon Jean Shepherd. He developed a cult following on late-night airwaves with his improvised stories. ... His storytelling defined a style of radio that was later adopted by the likes of Garrison Keillor. ... His influence alone should have made him a pop-culture icon.
	It didn’t. Now, as Shepherd’s greatest success celebrates its third decade of relevance, a question remains: Why did the man’s legacy fade away just as his story joined the pantheon of Christmas classics?
	Understandably, there is no simple answer. Shepherd died in 1999, just as Turner Broadcasting had begun to make a tradition of its all-day marathon. That small-screen saturation is a huge reason — if not the reason — why audiences rediscovered A Christmas Story. ...
	Without Jean Shepherd, there would be no Christmas Story — and the movie resonates so strongly because he had a unique talent for making his audience feel like his stories were their own. “You can tell a story about anything,” he told an interviewer in 1971, “but the only stories that have any fidelity, any feeling, are stories that either did happen to you or conceivably could have happened to you.”
—Chris Heller, “The largely forgotten, cynical genius behind A Christmas Story,” The Atlantic, December 23, 2013.
theatlantic.com. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

Commentary
Luke 2:1-14 (15-20)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Luke begins his account of Jesus’ birth with a customary announcement: “In those days a decree [] went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered” (v. 1). The dating formulation is common to state and biblical annals, including the gospel of Luke (e.g., see 1:5; 3:1), and ascribes the time of Jesus’ birth to the reign of Caesar Augustus (31 B.C.–A.D. 14). The imperial edict that “all the world should be registered” is not literally the entire world, but most likely refers to territories under the control of Rome. Unfortunately, Luke does not explain why this particular census was ordered, and historians debate its authenticity. Nonetheless, any general registration of this sort would have enabled the Imperium to assess and collect taxes, conscript additional men for military service, prepare for a change in regional rulers and celebrate the unrivaled scope of Rome’s borders.
While verse 1 does not present any insurmountable historical problems, the same cannot be said for verses 2-3. The fact is Luke’s reference to “the first registration ... taken while Quirinius was governor [] of Syria” does not hold up well when subjected to thorough scrutiny. Neither imperial records nor ancient historians nor archaeological epigraphs confirm the census in Luke 2. Even Acts, Luke’s second tome, adds to the conundrum when it refers to a census of Quirinius that occurred around A.D. 6, which is approximately a decade after Jesus’ birth (cf. Acts 5:37). (For more on the Quirinius mystery, see Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke [New York: Doubleday, 1993], 395-96, 412-18, 547-56; and “Birth of Jesus” [specifically, 5.2. Census under Quirinius] in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels [Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1992], 67-68.)
Beyond that, Luke’s assertion that “All went to their own towns to be registered” is questionable. Rome was certainly known for adapting some administrative policies to established regional practices, but it’s impossible to confirm that was the case in this instance (i.e., requiring residents to register at their birthplace). Regardless, since no satisfactory resolution exists for the aforementioned discrepancies, it’s probably best not to linger on these matters during Advent. The heart of Luke’s message lies elsewhere. 
Moving on, the narrative continues with the classic parts of the Christmas story in verse 4. Joseph travels “from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem.” The journey from Nazareth —approximately 70 miles north of Jerusalem — to Bethlehem just a few miles south of Jerusalem was necessary because Joseph “was descended from the house and family of David.” On one hand, the references to David in chapter 1 (cf. 1:27, 32, 69) and the double occurrence of his name in verse 4, along with later allusions in the third gospel (cf. 3:31; 18:38-39; 20:41-44), indicate that David’s role as Jesus’ ancestor is significant.
On the other hand, the city of Bethlehem should not be passed over too quickly because it, too, has its own notable civic history beyond that of being David’s home. It was the place where Jacob buried his beloved Rachel (cf. Genesis 35:19; 48:7). It was the hometown of the concubine whose violent death by the men of Gibeah and subsequent dismemberment by her husband nearly led to the complete annihilation of the tribe of Benjamin (cf. Judges 19:1−21:25). In addition, Bethlehem became Ruth’s (i.e., David’s grandmother’s) adopted home when she chose to follow her mother-in-law, Naomi, back to Judea from Moab after Naomi had lost her husband and two sons.
It is, then, against the complex biblical story both of person and place — David and Bethlehem — that Luke offers a condensed account of Jesus’ birth story. With neither literary embellishment nor further comment, Luke simply reports that Joseph “went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn” (vv. 5-7; cf. Luke 1:26-38). With arresting literary precision, Luke constructs an extraordinary transition in verses 1-7 as he moves readers’ attention from Rome’s ruling elite — Caesar Augustus and Governor Quirinius — to a manger near a small inn in the inconsequential village of Bethlehem. 
Luke’s plainspoken narration continues in verse 8: “There were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night” — a peaceful scene emblematic of a culture dependent on animal husbandry. However, the pastoral serenity is abruptly interrupted when “an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified []. But the angel of the Lord said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see — I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people’” (vv. 9-10; cf. 1:13, 30). To be sure, the shepherds’ terror at the angel’s appearance emphasizes the striking contrast between the presumptive powerbrokers of the Roman Empire and the Eternal One who truly directs the human story. Joseph and Mary did not travel to Bethlehem merely because of an emperor’s edict; they had come to that place so that “in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord,” could be born (v. 11).
The setting for the Savior’s birth was exceptional — outdoors in a stable surrounded by the squalor of animals. And this was the sign for the shepherds: “You will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger” (v. 12). Incredibly, what they saw was Mary’s firstborn son lying in a “manger [; i.e., ‘feed trough’].” Jesus, the bread of heaven, born in Bethlehem — literally “House of Bread” — was already being symbolically offered to God as a sacrifice. It’s no wonder that “a multitude of the heavenly host” declared, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, / and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” (vv. 13-14).
From Luke’s perspective, power and glory are found not in the Roman Empire, but in a child sleeping in a manger near an inn in the small Judean village of Bethlehem, the city of David. Therefore, it’s expected that after the shepherds left, “Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart” (v. 19; cf. 2:34-35, 51).
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Luke 2:1-14 (15-20)
Invite people to bring in their family manger scenes for display on the first Sunday of Advent. Crèches could be brought to the church the day before and arranged in the narthex or your fellowship hall. Invite people to view them on Sunday morning before everyone takes them home. Take photos of each one with the baby Jesus removed from the crèche, and then show the pictures of the crèche on a screen in the sanctuary to start your conversation today. Ask the children if they notice anything about the photos. It would also be helpful to have a crèche in front of them, without the baby. (If you are unable to do this, perhaps photograph your crèche or bring one in and start your conversation with the same question.) Yes, the baby Jesus is missing from the manger scene. Follow this up with the observation: “Let’s remember that Christmas is about baby Jesus. At Christmas, we celebrate his birth! If Christmas is only about Christmas presents, then it’s like we’ve lost the baby. Let’s not lose the baby. It’s Jesus’ birthday!” Close your time together by putting Jesus back in the manger.

Worship Resources 

Calls to Worship — Christmas
Christmas Eve
Leader: The impossible is about to happen in a stable. The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light;
People: Those who lived in a land of deep darkness, on them has the light shined!
Leader: This is the evening when creation stood still and held its breath, for God was doing the most unbelievable, dangerous thing.
People: This is the evening when God embraced humanity from the inside, as one of us, from birth to death.
Leader: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
People: And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.
Amen!
—Inspired by Isaiah 9:2; John 1:1, 14) and written by Bruce Prewer, bruceprewer.com.

Benedictions — Christmas  
A Blessing for Christmas Eve
1:         God comes to us now; comes to embrace us.
All:      Emmanuel, God who is with us.
2:         For this Child is Peace beyond all peace,
All:      Love beyond all loves, Light of light, Song of songs, God almighty!
1:         Follow this Child who is Grace beyond all grace,
All:      A Gift beyond all gifts, Joy of joys, God made flesh, almighty!
2:         Go in joy and love to serve your newborn King!
All:      Thanks be to God! Amen!
— By Lisa Frenz, in Christmas Eve: In the Beginning was the Word, and posted on the Mount Carmel Lutheran Church website. © Lisa Frenz. All rights reserved. Used with permission.

Hymns
Once in Royal David’s City
It Came Upon a Midnight Clear
Silent Night, Holy Night

Praise 
Emmanuel
O Come, Let Us Adore Him
Light of the World
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Christmas Eve, Cycle C
Isaiah 9:2-7*
Psalm 96
Titus 2:11-14*
Luke 2:1-14 (15-20)*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.


