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SUMMARY
Just as babies irrevocably change the lives of their parents, the birth of Jesus Christ changes the world.

AT A GLANCE
The birth of Jesus changes the religion game completely because it invites us to enter a place of holiness through love, not fear. Jesus calls us into a deeper relationship with him and offers us grace and acceptance in return.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text (Proper II), see “Handling the Inheritance,” December 25, 2016. 

The words “El Niño” first blew into the popular consciousness of the United States in the early 1990s. Meteorologists have long known about this cyclical climate pattern where warmer-than-usual Pacific Ocean temperatures profoundly affect weather all over the world. But with the El Niños of the 1990s, everybody began talking about this obscure weather phenomenon.
If you were around and paying attention in those years, you may remember how El Niño provided easy fodder for late-night TV comedians. They swiftly discovered how they could blame anything bad that happened on El Niño and get a few laughs.
El Niño cycles last for several years. They cause heavy rains in some areas and drought in others. Here in the United States, El Niño years have fewer hurricanes but more tornadoes. Around the world, El Niño often brings famine because rainfall disruptions — either drought or deluge, depending on where you live — play havoc with global harvests.
El Niño was named by Peruvian fishermen, who noticed how these weather changes begin in December. Literally, the Spanish expression means “little boy.” They called it that because December is when Christians welcome another El Niño into the world: the boy-child of Bethlehem.
If you’re talking about the weather, El Niño means change. But first-time parents know that another sort of El Niño — or La Niña in the case of a baby daughter — brings its own set of changes. Parents the world over nod their heads in comprehension when they hear this statement: “A baby changes everything.”
Suddenly, you can’t just get up and go. You have to consider the baby’s needs. It becomes harder to go out with your single friends, and you gravitate towards the ones who also have children.
If you do get up and go, taking the baby with you, you’ve got to cart around all that baby gear: diaper bag, stroller, car seat, portable playpen and all the rest. And let’s not even talk about the lack of sleep!

Big Changes for Mary and Joseph
For Mary and Joseph, parenthood is all that and much, much more. Besides the usual new-parent adjustments, they have to contend with visits from a couple of angels. One of these divine messengers matter-of-factly informs Joseph: “The child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:20).
Well, that’s unusual! The angelic message plunges Joseph and Mary — and their relationship — into turbulent waters such as they’ve never imagined.
But they get through it. For those two, love triumphs over jealousy. Faith triumphs over doubt. Courage triumphs over fear.
Country-music singer Faith Hill captures the strangeness and the terror of Mary’s experience with these lyrics:
“Teenage girl, much too young
Unprepared for what’s to come
A baby changes everything
Not a ring on her hand
All her dreams and all her plans
A baby changes everything …
The man she loves she’s never touched
How will she keep his trust?
A baby changes everything …”1
Quite apart from angelic proclamations about suspending the laws of nature, first-time parenthood is a life-changing experience for anyone. On that subject, Presbyterian minister and novelist Frederick Buechner has this to say (reflecting on the experience of his generation, when fathers weren’t so often present in the delivery room):
“When a child is born, a father is born. A mother is born too, of course, but at least for her it’s a gradual process. Body and soul, she has nine months to get used to what’s happening. She becomes what’s happening. But for even the best-prepared father, it happens all at once. On the other side of the plate-glass window, a nurse is holding up something roughly the size of a loaf of bread for him to see for the first time. Even if he should decide to abandon it forever ten minutes later, the memory will nag him to the grave. He has seen the creation of the world. It has his mark upon it. He has its mark upon him. Both marks are, for better or worse, indelible.”2
Yes, a baby changes everything.
No one’s ever ready for it. There’s no course you can take that tells you how to do it — although some enterprising YouTubers have surely tried. There’s no way to obtain a certificate or diploma ahead of time, declaring that you’ve been trained, tested and fully prepared to shepherd a new human life through the perils of mortal existence.
As any psychotherapist will tell you, a great many people spend years sorting out mistakes their parents made as they learned their new job and finding ways to forgive them — even as they are having children of their own and making a different set of mistakes. The cycle continues, generation after generation. It’s the most important job in the world, and no one is adequately trained ahead of time. (It’s a wonder any of us survive to adulthood!)
It’s a crazy system, but it’s the only one we’ve got — so we’d all do well to make the best of it.
And that’s exactly what Mary and Joseph do. They make the best of it.
Mary certainly learned a few things from her older cousin, Elizabeth. She and her husband Zechariah received their own bombshell angelic announcement about her conceiving a child in her old age. Zechariah, a local priest, was so shook up, he lost his voice for a while — quite the occupational hazard for a man who relied on his voice for a living. Those two were not the first to learn how a baby changes everything.
Not many months later, Mary and Joseph learn of the need to travel to Bethlehem. Nine months pregnant, Mary continues to make the best of it — as does Joseph, pounding on the door of every inn and guest house in Bethlehem until he finds that grumpy old character who leads them to the stable and shows them the pile of clean straw that will serve, in a pinch, as a delivery room.
“And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger.” A manger — a feeding trough — is surely not the cradle Mary imagined for her little Jesus! But it’s the place to which the Lord has led her, so surely, it’s the right place.

Change Continues Today
The news Mary received from the angel, which seemed so remarkable at the time, is no less remarkable in this present year. It’s not so much Jesus’ miraculous conception — which is, after all, a rather small detail in the full context of the story — but rather the greater miracle we call “incarnation.” Literally, the Latin word means “in the flesh.” The Christian church has always maintained as a central doctrine, that God, in the birth of Jesus, entered the world in the same way each of us entered it.
We’ve grown used to hearing about incarnation over the years — so our response may be, “Ho hum, tell me something I haven’t heard” — but try for a moment to imagine what that claim must sound like to anyone hearing it for the first time. God becoming human.
God is holy, as the Scriptures frequently point out. The word “holy” means “set apart.” Something holy is fundamentally different from the life — and even the world — we know. Between the holy and the ordinary is a gulf that can be breached in only the most exceptional circumstances.
At the very center of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem was a room known as the Holy of Holies. It was, according to ancient belief, the place in this world where God was most reliably present. No one was ever permitted to enter that space but the high priest, and then only on one day a year on Yom Kippur, the dreaded Day of Atonement, when the high priest would plead with the Lord not to devastate the sinful human race with one fiery blast of judgment.
Tradition has it that, in the latter centuries of temple worship — before the Romans smashed the place to rubble in the year 70 — the high priest would never enter the Holy of Holies unless he had a rope tied around one foot. The other end of the rope was carefully tended by another priest.
There was a reason for this odd practice. If the high priest should be less than forthcoming in making his own confession, and if he should then fall down dead in the presence of the shekinah — the bright cloud of God’s presence that was said to fill that little room — then his fellow priests would be able to use the rope to haul his smitten body back out, for none of them could enter that space without meeting a similar fate.
This is not the image of God most of us have, especially not in the Christian tradition — and for a very good reason. We don’t think of God that way because everything changed for us in that Bethlehem stable when whoever was attending Mary — it could have been a midwife, or Joseph himself — took that naked baby boy, wiped the fluids from his body, and laid him, still connected by the umbilical cord, on his mother’s breast. And Mary, weeping tears of joy and exhaustion, looked into his eyes for the first time. She was overcome with wonder that here was not only the son she had long expected, but God in the flesh.
There was no shekinah in that humble place. No terror, no fire of judgment. There was no instant death for this awestruck teenager who not only looked upon God, but gazed deeply into God’s eyes. In that stable in Bethlehem, Mary — the most-favored one — was permitted to do something no High Priest of Israel had ever done. She held the Most High in her arms and tenderly kissed God on the forehead.

Changes Yet to Come
Earlier in the gospel of Luke, we hear of a song Mary sings. She sings it at the time she first learns of the holy child on his way. It’s known as the Magnificat, from the first word of the song in Latin translation: “My soul magnifies the Lord …”
It’s a song about how God changes everything.
“The Mighty One has done great things for me,” she sings, “and holy is God’s name.”
Mary recounts the mighty deeds of the Lord who has just intervened in her life. God has “brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly … has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:46-55). It may seem like these things have little to do with the plight of a young, unwed mother in Galilee, but clearly Mary sees her experience in the context of a much greater plan.
Who are the powerful cast down from their thrones? Nothing like that has ever happened in Mary’s experience. The Roman emperors have reigned for generations, and the throne’s present occupant gives no sign of resigning. When has Mary ever seen, in her short life, all the hungry people of the earth invited to a great banquet, and the arrogant rich sent off to try their hand at begging? These promises, compelling as they are to one such as her, have yet to be realized.
This baby changes everything, not only for his parents, but for the whole human race. The birth of Jesus changes the religion game completely, because upon hearing this lovely story, we rediscover — or maybe understand for the first time — that God’s deepest desire for us is that we enter the place of holiness not through a portal of fear, but through a portal of love.
That same Jesus is calling us on Christmas Day, as he has a habit of doing, calling us to himself and into a deeper relationship with him. Everything about the life we’ve been living that’s bitter, ugly, broken or shameful we can lay on the straw beside the manger. We need carry such burdens no longer; the grown-up Jesus will bear them for us. There is no anger, no judgment before his manger-bed. There is only grace and acceptance and love.
The timeless invitation comes to us this Christmas, as it has in so many Christmases past. Come, draw near to Jesus Christ, whose coming into our world changes everything!
In the words of the beloved carol “Infant Holy, Infant Lowly”:
Thus rejoicing,
free from sorrow,
praises voicing
greet the morrow:
Christ the babe was born for you!
Christ the babe was born for you!

Sources:
1. Faith Hill, from her 2008 album, “Joy to the World.”
2. Frederick Buechner, “Father,” in Whistling in the Dark: A Doubter’s Dictionary (HarperSanFrancisco, 1988), p. 51.
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 9:2-7 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
What's in a Name? Names in the Bible and in ancient Middle Eastern traditions carry a great deal of meaning. Recall the fuss about naming John the Baptist as recorded in 1 Luke. Matthew takes pains to tell how Jesus was named. Explore the laws regarding name changes. Why would someone want to change their name? Perhaps to hide. Perhaps for professional and branding reasons. Perhaps because the name has an unpleasant association. Perhaps because the person simply doesn’t like the sound of their name. Perhaps because the person feels as though they’re not truly a “Herman,” but rather an “Edward.” So, what if Jesus had a different name? Could we live with that? Like Ralph. Our Lord and Savior Ralph Christ. Or Achmed ben-Joseph. How about Jinjing? Or Jayeesh? Or Kaiwanda? Or Henry? How would you feel about praying to Henry? We’d probably be uncomfortable with a name change for our Savior for a lot of good reasons. But is that it? We’re just comfortable with the name Jesus? What does his name mean? Why was the Savior called Jesus? What does that mean for us today?
What Does the Text Say?
This poem was probably composed as a response to a foreign invasion. (Note that the voice of this poem is in the past tense, as though these events have already taken place.) Against the dismal present, Isaiah holds out a threefold promise of light and joy (vv. 2-3). First, the promise of yet another divine liberation (v. 4), followed, second, by the promise of unique fruits from this victory (v. 5). But the ultimate reason for this joy and light is found in verse 6, Isaiah’s prediction of the birth of a child. This child will be directly descended from the frail and failing line of the Davidic dynasty. This baby is identified through a series of divinely given names. In the four names Isaiah calls this new baby king, the first two seem to be intimately linked with the name/concept he already revealed in 8:10: “Immanuel” — “God is with us.” Isaiah concludes by promising that the messianic kingdom will increase until it fills the whole world, spreading its peace across all the nations.

Psalm 96 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Time to Celebrate! This psalm, if it is not the preaching text, can certainly be used as the basis for a call to worship or a prayer of adoration, concluding with the words of verse 13a: “He is coming.” The preacher could close by saying, “He is here!” This psalm is an enthronement psalm, so perhaps it could be read during a processional event. For preaching, the theme could be celebration. The question is: If something huge happened in your life (a promotion, a baby born, a marriage, sale of a house, purchase of a house, etc.), how would you celebrate? It may depend on where you are in the world. The Chinese celebrate by lighting firecrackers in the streets and setting off fireworks. Bought a new refrigerator? Light a firecracker. It might depend on the event. Marriages are celebrated with huge parties. A promotion might be celebrated by having dinner at a fancy restaurant. When a baby is born, fathers used to pass out cigars. We don’t recommend passing out cigars on Christmas Day to celebrate the birth of Jesus. But we might ask what we can do to appropriately celebrate Christ’s birth. That takes us into the nature of the secular holiday experience. This psalm suggests that there’s no better way to celebrate than to proclaim the arrival! Sing, the psalmist says, bless, tell, declare, ascribe, bring, worship, say, be glad, rejoice and exult.
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm, along with psalms 97 and 98, are “enthronement” psalms because they sing praise to Yahweh, who is enthroned as Supreme Sovereign over the universe. Indeed, the scope of this psalm is huge. It is addressed to all the earth. Yahweh’s glory is to be declared among the nations. Another version of the psalm can be found in 1 Chronicles 16, delivered by David to Asaph, which was sung on the removing of the ark from the house of Obed-Edom to Zion. That version is considerably longer, Psalm 96 being only verses 23-33. Some believe that the purpose of the redaction was to use it as a song for the dedication of the second temple. The inscription of the psalm in some versions reads: “A song of David when the house was built after the captivity.” According to this version, we’re to sing a “new” song, never mind that the song is not new at all. What’s implied is that since there is a new occasion for which to sing the song, the song is in this way a “new” song. The reader is given a number of instructions: Sing, bless, tell, declare, ascribe, bring, worship, say, be glad, rejoice and exult. This psalm is a proclamation, a declaration, a reminder of the greatness of God. It’s appropriate for use on Christmas Day because, after hearing why God is great, we’re told: “Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy before the Lord; for he is coming” (vv. 12-13).

Titus 2:11-14 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Birth Marked. “The grace of God has appeared.” So reads verse 11. That grace is embodied in the child of the cradle, a child who is marked, a child whose coming was for a purpose. Speculate for a few minutes on what hopes and dreams the parents of famous people might have had for their child — a child they would have had no way of knowing would make such a difference in the lives of so many people. The parents of the first African-American president, for example. Or the parents of Mother Teresa. Or Albert Einstein, voted by TIME magazine as Person of the Century for the 20th century. Add your own names to this list. As these parents held their baby in their arms, they could not dream of the impact the child would make in the world. This text gives us a glimpse into the future. It tells us what Jesus would do and why Jesus came — and it has to do with our salvation, and our “training” to live lives that are “self-controlled, upright, and godly,” empowering us to be a people of “good deeds” (vv. 11, 14). A week from today a new year begins. This can be a year in which we help fulfill Jesus’ reason for coming.
What Does the Text Say?
Although Titus 2:1-10 contains specific instructions for the actions of members of the community, verse 11 states that the grace of God has “appeared.” To this end, “Savior” and salvation language is particularly significant in the letter, and the title of Savior can be used to refer either to God (1:3), to Christ (1:4) or to both together (see 2:13 below). Most recently, God has been called “our Savior” in 2:10, setting the context for the instructions about God’s grace that saves, which follow. The grace described here “teaches” (NIV) or “trains” (NRSV) its recipients to renounce “impiety and worldly passions” (2:12; cf. 2 Timothy 2:16; Romans 1:18). The author begins to discuss in verse 13 what the future entails. Currently, “we wait” for two synonymous things: the hope and the manifestation “of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (2:13). One striking emphasis is the confession of Christ as God. This occurs relatively few times in the New Testament (cf. John 1:1, 18, 20:28; Hebrews 1:8), but here is used to refer to one coming “manifestation” of “our Savior,” who is both God and Christ. Thus, the author seems to be working from a form of Trinitarianism, even if it is not as philosophically elaborated as the later creeds are (e.g., the Nicene Creed, A.D. 325).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

The Second Coming of Christ that history is waiting for is not the same as the baby Jesus or even the historical Jesus. The historical Jesus was one man, and Christ is not his last name. The Christ includes the whole sweep of creation and history joined with him — and us too. We call this the Cosmic Christ. We ourselves are members of the Body of Christ and the Cosmic Christ, even though we are not the historical Jesus. So we very rightly believe in “Jesus Christ,” and both words are essential.
The celebration of Christmas is not a sentimental waiting for a baby to be born, but much more an asking for history to be born! (see Romans 8:20–23). Any spirituality that makes too much of the baby Jesus is perhaps not yet ready for real life. …
All of us take part in the evolving, universe-spanning Christ Mystery. Jesus is a map for the time-bound and personal level of life, and Christ is the blueprint for all time and space and life itself. …
—Richard Rohr, “The Christ Mystery,” Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditation for December 7, 2021.
https://cac.org/daily-meditations/the-christ-mystery-2021-12-07/.
Retrieved July 7, 2022.

##

Edmond MacDonald wrote that when God wants an important thing done in this world or a wrong righted, He goes about it in a very singular way. He doesn’t release thunderbolts or stir up earthquakes. God simply has a tiny baby born, perhaps of a very humble home, perhaps of a very humble mother. And she puts it in the baby’s mind, and then — God waits. The great events of this world are not battles and elections and earthquakes and thunderbolts. The great events are babies, for each child comes with a message that God is not yet discouraged with humanity, but is still expecting goodwill to become incarnate in each human life.
—Marian Wright Edelman, “Standing Up for Children,” chapter 3 of Paul Rogat Loeb, The Impossible Will Take a Little While (Basic Books, 2003).

##

In the Christmas story, God — an airy word if ever there was one! — takes the risk of incarnation. The flesh God chooses is not that of a warrior but of a vulnerable baby, a claim that brought me tears of wonderment when I was young. But my adult knowledge of that infant’s fate — a fate shared by so many who have devoted their lives to love, truth, and justice — brings tears of anger and grief, along with a primal fear of what might happen if I followed suit.
As a Quaker who believes that “there is that of God in everyone,” I know I’m called to share in the risk of incarnation. Amid the world’s dangers, I’m asked to embody my values and beliefs, my identity and integrity, to allow good words to take flesh in me. Constrained by fear, I often fall short — yet I still aspire to incarnate words of life, however imperfectly.
Christmas is a reminder that I’m invited to be born again and again in the shape of my God-given self, born in all the vulnerability of the Christmas story. It’s a story that’s hard to retrieve in a culture that commercializes this holy day nearly to death, and in churches more drawn to triumphalism and ecclesiastical bling than to the riskiness of the real thing. But the story’s simple meaning is clear to [a] “beginner’s mind,” a mind I long to reclaim at age seventy-five.
An infant in a manger is as vulnerable as we get. What an infant needs is not theological debate but nurturing. The same is true of all the good words seeded in our souls that cry out to become embodied in this broken world. If these vulnerable but powerful parts of ourselves are to find the courage to take on flesh — to suffer yet survive and thrive, transforming our lives along with the life of the world — they need the shelter of unconditional love.
For those of us who celebrate Christmas, the best gift we can [give] others — whatever their faith or philosophy may be — is a simple question asked with heartfelt intent: What good words wait to be born in us, and how can we love one another in ways that midwife their incarnation?
—Parker J. Palmer, “The Risk of Incarnation: A Christmas Meditation,” OnBeing.org.
https://onbeing.org/blog/the-risk-of-incarnation-a-christmas-meditation/.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.

##

Alarmed by what he called a faster-spreading variant of the coronavirus, Prime Minister Boris Johnson abruptly reversed course on Saturday and imposed a wholesale lockdown on London and most of England’s southeast. …
And, though Mr. Johnson said just a few days ago that it would be “inhuman” to cancel Christmas, that will be the practical effect on much of the population with new restrictions on social mixing. …
“Have yourself a merry little Christmas,” Mr. Johnson said last week, announcing the half measures, “but this year alas, preferably a very little Christmas.”
—Mark Landler and Stephen Castle, “U.K. Imposes Harsher Lockdown on London, Citing New Version of Virus,” The New York Times, December 19, 2020.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/19/world/coronavirus-uk-new-variant.html.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.
A “very little Christmas” is a rather good description of the Incarnation of Jesus, who was so very little when he came into the world.

##

The first few weeks in the lives of new parents are a time of transition unlike anything they have ever experienced, often filled with questions, some uncertainty and, yes, more than a little fatigue.
“When a baby is born, couples become families and one relationship really becomes four,” said Suzanne Swanson, coordinator of Pregnancy & Postpartum Support Minnesota, a group of mental health and perinatal practitioners and organizations.
“There is the couple relationship, their relationship with the baby, the relationship between mom and baby, as well as the one between dad and baby.”
In other words, welcome to “the new normal.” Swanson said first-time parents are often shocked by how much their lives change in such a short period of time. …
Even in a haze of sleepless nights and growing piles of laundry, new mothers often find themselves “falling more deeply in love with the baby than they ever thought they would,” Swanson said.
—Julie Pfitzinger, “New moms, new life, new challenges,” Minneapolis Star-Tribune, May 8, 2010.
https://www.startribune.com/new-moms-new-life-new-challenges/93199869/.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.

##

Those who believe in God can never in a way be sure of him again. Once they have seen him in a stable, they can never be sure where he will appear or to what lengths he will go or to what ludicrous depths of self-humiliation he will descend in his wild pursuit of humankind. If holiness and the awful power and majesty of God were present in this least auspicious of all events, this birth of a peasant’s child, then there is no place or time so lowly and earthbound but that holiness can be present there too. And this means that we are never safe, that there is no place where we can hide from God, no place where we are safe from his power to break in two and recreate the human heart, because it is just where he seems most helpless that he is most strong, and just where we least expect him that he comes most fully.
For those who believe in God, it means, this birth, that God himself is never safe from us, and maybe that is the dark side of Christmas, the terror of the silence. He comes in such a way that we can always turn him down, as we could crack the baby’s skull like an eggshell or nail him up when he gets too big for that. God comes to us in the hungry people we do not have to feed, comes to us in the lonely people we do not have to comfort, comes to us in all the desperate human need of people everywhere that we are always free to turn our backs upon. …
The child is born in the night — the mother’s exhausted flesh, the father’s face clenched like a fist — and nothing is ever the same again. Nothing is ever the same again for those who believe in God, and nothing is ever the same again for those who do not believe in God either, because once the birth has happened, it is no longer just God whom they have to deny, but it is also this event that they have to deny. Those who do not believe must also fall silent in the presence of the newborn child, but their silence can have only tears at its heart because for them this can only be another child born to die as every child is born to die, and no matter how bravely and well he lives it, his life can have no meaning beyond the meaning that he gives it, and then like all life it must be like a dream once it has been dreamed. For those who do not believe, all the great poetry of the birth — the angels, the star, the three Kings coming out of the night to lay their gifts in the straw — can be only like words that for all their beauty are written on the sand, not poetry that points beyond itself to the very heart of reality, which is beyond the power of time and change to touch.
—Frederick Buechner, “A Face in the Sky: Christmas Day,” Day1.org, December 24, 2019.
https://day1.org/articles/5dff79606615fbce3a000021/frederick-buechner-a-face-in-the-sky-christmas-day.
Retrieved July 8, 2022.

##

A baby will make love stronger, days shorter, nights longer, bankroll smaller, home happier, clothes shabbier, the past forgotten, and the future worth living for.
—Anonymous

##

COMMENTARY 
Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
The birth narrative of Jesus in Luke 2:1-14 is arguably one of the most well-known passages of Scripture. In the opening of the gospel, Luke specifies that his goal in writing was to produce an “orderly account” (1:3). Luke 2:1-2 demonstrates one way in which Luke attempts to fulfill this goal: by setting the events of the gospel within the context of known history. However, it is difficult to construct an accurate date for Jesus’ birth based on some inconsistencies in the chronology suggested between Luke and Matthew. Augustus was emperor from 27 B.C. until A.D. 14, so Augustus’s reign does not present a problem. The problem arises in aligning the reigns of Herod the Great, who died in 4 B.C. (as described in Matthew 2:19) and the reign of Quirinius, who came to power in 6 or 7 B.C., and who Luke claims was the governor of Syria at the time.
Despite the problematic dating, however, it is clear that Luke desires to situate the story of Jesus’ birth within known history, and thus, possibly suggest the worldwide relevance of this particular episode. Indeed, Luke’s statement that the census is for “all the world” (v. 1) may suggest such a global perspective. While the reference to “all the world” refers only to the reach of the Roman Empire, the ubiquity of that empire made its claim to be “all the world” understandable, even if untrue.
In verses 3 and 4, Luke explains the implications of the census for Mary and Joseph. Joseph must travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem, a journey of roughly 70 miles. While it is not clear from history that it would have been necessary for Mary to accompany him, according to Luke, she does. The long journey, likely undertaken on foot, would have undoubtedly been difficult for a woman late in her pregnancy. Thus, the popular image of Mary in a late stage of pregnancy journeying to Bethlehem may be more the product of popular imagination than an historical reality. Intriguingly, Luke does not identify Mary as Joseph’s wife, but as his betrothed (v. 5). Betrothal customs at this time would have permitted Luke to name Mary as Joseph’s wife, and so the choice not to pursue this option seems rather unusual.
In the Greek, verse 6 literally announces, “The days of her birth-giving were fulfilled.” Luke uses a similar expression in 1:57 to describe the fulfillment of Elizabeth’s days of pregnancy. In Mary’s case, Luke does not specify how long Mary and Joseph have been in Bethlehem when these days were fulfilled. Given the unlikelihood of Mary traveling while late in her pregnancy, it may be that the popular imagination that envisages Mary in the throes of labor pains as she arrives in Bethlehem could be inaccurate.
Furthermore, the image of Mary and Joseph being turned away at a commercial inn and left to reside in a stable may also be the product of dramatizing this well-known story. In verse 7, Luke states that there was no room for the pair — not in the “inn” (pandoceion) — but in the “guest room” (kataluma). The word for a commercial inn is found in 10:34, where Jesus recounts the parable of the good Samaritan and describes the Samaritan taking the robbery victim to an inn. However, the word used here in verse 7 is the same word that appears in 22:11 and in Mark 14:14, where it is rightly translated “guest room.” Thus, it is more likely that Mary and Joseph were staying with a family member who put them up in a central part of the house (rather than the guest room), where animals were often brought in to feed and find protection during the night.
Luke’s inclusion of Mary wrapping the infant in bands of cloth may be a distinctly Lukan detail intended to prepare the gospel’s audience for Jesus’ second wrapping in bands of cloth upon his burial (23:53). More immediately, this detail serves as a mark of identification for the shepherds (v. 8), who are told that they will find the infant wrapped in bands of cloth (v. 12).
The announcement of Jesus’ birth to the shepherds in verses 8-14 is mediated through a great heavenly host (v. 13). Part of the content of the host’s acclamation (“Glory in the highest heaven,” v. 14) will be heard again in Luke’s gospel as Jesus enters Jerusalem toward the end of his life (19:38). Before this great ovation of glory, however, a single angel relates to the shepherds what they can expect to find in Bethlehem: a Savior who is Messiah and Lord (v. 11). The grammatical construction here is rather awkward in the Greek. Literally, the angel announces the birth of “a savior who is Christ Lord in the city of David.” The juxtaposition of “Christ” and “Lord” is awkward, and it is unclear if Luke intends the pair to be understood as a single title. The NRSV’s choice to place them in apposition through the use of a comma is as understandable as any.
Verses 15-20 recount the deeds of the shepherds in following through with action prompted by the angelic host. After going to the city (v. 15) and finding the child (v. 16), the shepherds evidently make their discovery widely known (v. 17). This act of proclamation is contrasted with Mary’s own action of treasuring and pondering all these things internally. The Greek word used for the content of what Mary treasures and ponders (rhmata) can have a rather unspecific sense and can be rightly translated idiomatically as “matters” or “things” (cf. 1:65; 2:51; Acts 6:13). The word is also rightly translated as “words” (as the NRSV does here in 2:19, as well as in 24:11). However, limiting the content of Mary’s pondering to “words” alone may overlook the possibility that Mary is doing more than simply reflecting on the report of the shepherds (vv. 17-18). Rather, it seems likely that here, as in 2:51, Mary is being envisioned as preserving all her memories of Jesus’ early life. Given Luke’s account of this event, the reader is hardly surprised that Mary may wish to remember with care the events surrounding Jesus’ birth. It may be that in the recounting of this detail, Luke is suggesting to the gospel’s audiences that they would do well to do the same.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
Hold up a baby’s outfit and ask the children if they think it would have been a good size for the baby Jesus. Explain to them that these kinds of outfits weren’t available in Bethlehem, so Mary, the mother of Jesus, “wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger” (Luke 2:7). Describe to them the happiness of that night, with an angel announcing the good news of the birth of Jesus (vv. 10-11), and the shepherds coming to visit the baby Jesus (vv. 15-16). But then ask the children if the happiness of Christmas continued through the coming weeks and months and years. No! Stress that Christmas is a wonderful celebration, but then time passes, and we grow and change. Explain that Jesus didn’t stay in his baby clothes for long, but he grew up, and visited the temple, and worked in his father’s shop, and became a man. Point out that the same is true for us, and that Christmas moments don’t last forever. Explain that our job as Christians is to put away the baby clothes, grow up with Jesus, and become the mature, loving, helping, sacrificing adult that he became. Encourage the children to enjoy this Christmas, but not to stay in this moment forever. Jesus wants us to leave baby things behind and grow up with him.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Christmas 
One: Presents unwrapped,
All: Batteries are all run-down, Christmas trees are turning brown.
One: Still, one present glows so bright …
All: The Child in a manger with heavenly light.
One: Christmas continues the whole year round
All: Whenever love and kindness abound.
One: So gather your wits and sing loud and strong.
All: Christmas continues, so raise up your song!

Prayers — Christmas
Holy God, we thank you for Christmas joy — for gifts and family gatherings, for renewed friendships and splendid meals. We thank you for this community that lights candles, sings carols and puts faith into action. We thank you for hope kindled, peace restored and visions of a new world. God of Christmas blessings, we thank you. Amen.

Benedictions — Christmas
Having seen the holy child Jesus, you may now enter the world in peace. Keep your hearts in God’s Word, your eyes on his Son and your hands working hard for the good of all people.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Morning Star, How Fair and Bright
Infant Holy, Infant Lowly
Once in Royal David’s City
Worship and Praise* 
A Baby Changes Everything (Nichols, Wiseman)
Magnificat (Agnew)
Joy to the World (Joyful Joyful) (Wickham)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Nativity of the Lord (Proper I) Christmas Day, Cycle A
Isaiah 9:2-7
Psalm 96
Titus 2:11-14
Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
