
1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Christmas story: thousands of years – and 

miles – away: glowing lanterns, sweet-smelling hay, farm 

animals bathed and brushed like your pet poodle just 

back from the groomer. It’s so, well…pretty - an image  

most of us just can’t shake. Why? Despite all our 

madness and cynicism and anger and despair, why does 

this story have such a hold on us - and, what are we to 

make of it now: 21 centuries later? 

Despite our romanticizing, stables are not pretty 

places. They’re dark, drafty, and dirty; cattle stand caked 

knee-deep in what’s left of their midday meal…bugs and 

nasty rodents scurry around under the rotting hay…that 

night, shepherds joined to wipe their runny noses on 

their already filthy robes…braying donkeys grated on 

nerves, chickens squawked nonstop…and an unmarried 

teenager – unsteady on her feet, but unwavering in her 

heart - staggered in to give birth in a feeding trough. 

God didn’t intend for it to be a ‘pretty’ story 

because the real trouble with stables is not that they’re 

unhealthy and unattractive - the trouble is that there are 

so many of them: everywhere people reach the end of 

their rope: when there are no more choices, no more 

rooms in the inn - when all that’s left is just to 

desperately hang on. It’s all part of the Message God sent 

that night: the Promise of ‘Emmanuel:’ God with us – 

even in the most putrid places of our lives: a reminder 

that we’re not alone in our stables:  

…there in those wee hours of the morning when 

it seems everything has gone wrong: when everything is 

dark, and shadows are our only companions —  

…when we fear leaving our home at night - lest 

we become a victim of crime…  

…when fear floods our hearts as we wait for the 

doctor to give us the diagnosis… 

…when fear startles us at the shrill ring of the 

telephone in the middle of the night. 

It is precisely then that God is there with us – not 

because he must be, but because God wants to be. 

“Do not fear,” the angel said.  Yet, we do: we fear 

life, we fear death, and everything in between. But, the 

antidote to our fears is found in the coming of Christ. The 

first words Adam ever spoke were "I was afraid." But the 

first words at the birth of Jesus are, "Don't be afraid." 

When we get home tonight, we’ll walk into our 

living rooms and be awed by what was ‘cute’ that has 

become stunning, and what was once ‘stunning’ has 

become ‘exquisite.’ If we could stop time - most of us 

would do it tonight: Christmas Eve.  

But, we’ll not forget that the sights and sounds 

and smells from the stables which infect us are the sights 

and sounds and smells of real life: the same sights and 

sounds and smells into which Christ came - and comes – 

time and time again to be with you – and you alone, 

because if this Jesus is to do us any good, he'd better 

meet us and be with us in all those times when our 

dreams end, and when the crushing weight of a 

miserable world comes crashing down around our 

shoulders again.  And, if he is Emmanuel, we don't have 

to go anywhere to meet him - other than the blur of our 

Monday mornings, and the lethargy of our Thursday 

afternoons because he has already found us - right here 

and now. The trick is: we’ve got to want him to find us.  

and, we’ve got to let him.  

 But, so often our response is “So what?”, we 

didn’t ask to be rescued, and we really don’t want to be 

- or think we need to be. “Rescue that guy over there – 

he’s the one who needs it, not me.” The long-awaited 

Savior has finally come – but there are whole lot of 

people who don't want to be saved. That’s the dilemma 

– of our own making - that we find ourselves in: precisely 

what God has given us in the person of Jesus is a Rescuer 

- but we always have someone else in mind who needs it 

– not us. The bottom line is: God’s there, but we seldom 

take the time or make the effort to listen for his 

response. 

If you can handle life all by yourself, you don't 

need to be here tonight. If all the decisions you reach, the 

moves you make, the relationships you establish bring all 

the peace and joy and fulfillment you need, then go on 

and leave right now. Those who stay are honest enough 

to admit that we’re in this thing of life “over our heads,” 

and acknowledge that we can't handle it alone. That’s 
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when we ask God – Emmanuel - to handle it for us…or at 

least hold our hands and get us thru. 

What do you think you would have seen that 

night? What would you have heard? The choirs of angels 

- or only the snorts of animals in the barnyard?...Would 

you have seen the star in the sky…Would you have 

understood the hushed silence as a Divine presence, or 

simply the chill of a cold east wind? Would any of us have 

understood the message of ‘Emmanuel:’ God with us, or 

would that cosmic implication have just passed us by? 

Just this week: when that huge tree came 

crashing down on a wedding party in California – what 

did you see: an impotent God incapable of preventing 

such an absurd disaster – or the deliberate act of a 

malevolent Force of Evil – unrelentingly determined to 

strew chaos and defile everything good and right and 

kind? 

There weren’t very many who saw and heard 

and understood what took place that night. And, I guess, 

that’s the way God intended it to be: the choirs of angels 

singing were drowned out by the haggling in the bazaar 

just down the street. There was a bright star in the sky, 

but the only ones to notice were pagan astrologers…If 

anyone did see Mary and Joseph, they were too 

preoccupied with their own problems to offer any help.  

Had any two of us been there that night, we 

could well have heard and seen two entirely different 

things because that’s the way life is: God never shows up 

in a way which forces us to believe. We always have an 

option: ‘free will’ is what it’s called – that’s God's way. 

You might see a ‘miracle,’ I might see only a 

‘coincidence.’  

Nobody can be sure what Joseph saw when he 

knocked on the innkeeper’s door that night and 

plaintively asked: "Can you find us a room? We're 

expecting a baby…" to which the surly innkeeper replied: 

"That's not my fault." And Joseph – not to be outdone 

said: "It's not mine, either!"  

When you watched the news last night: did you 

see chaos, or sheep without a shepherd? When you did 

your shopping did you see only hordes of bodies jostling 

around – or did you notice the worried expressions on 

some of their faces?: people facing Christmas without a 

job: not knowing how they’re gonna’ make ends meet? 

What’d you hear this Christmas? Only 

background music, or the sighs of the lonely and sad: 

dreading Christmas because it’s so painful? Did you hear 

just horns honking as people jockeyed for parking places 

– or a faint sound of laughter from the kids in those 50 

families for which we provided angel tree gifts?  

What we see in life depends not upon the 

circumstance – or even the facts -  but rather who we are 

as people: not what’s ‘out there,’ but what’s in ‘here.” 

Before I potentially waste 30 seconds here: how 

many remember the TV sitcom “All In the Family?”   

Well, Edith and Archie go to her 30th high school 

reunion where Edith meets an old classmate: Buck who–  

over the years, had become excessively obese. Edith and 

Buck have a delightful conversation about the good old 

days… and, afterwards, Edith says to Archie: “Ain't Buck 

a beautiful person…" to which in great disgust Archie 

replies: "You and I look at the same guy and you see a 

beautiful person, and I see a blimp.” Edith looks puzzled 

- and says something unknowingly profound: "Yeah, ain't 

it too bad…" 

What we see in life depends not upon the 

circumstance – or even the facts -  but rather who we are 

as people: not what’s ‘out there,’ but what’s in ‘here.”  

The grace of Christmas is like just getting your 

tree at 4 o’clock this afternoon: you took what was left 

on the trash heap home: that crooked, scraggly specimen 

– only to hear complaints about how bad it looked, until… 

you decorated it: the strings of lights, the sentimental 

ornaments – the gently-glowing angel at the top: that 

“dreg” of a tree has been transformed into a work of 

beauty and peace. That’s how the Grace of Christmas 

works: in a little baby – not much bigger than a loaf of 

bread –God picked us up off the discard heap, covered 

us in his unmerited Love – and we were ‘transformed:’ 

sparkling with the Light reflecting God’s Love.  

In a Peanuts cartoon, Linus tells Charlie Brown: 

"When I hear those wolves howling at night, I get 

scared."       

Charlie Brown says, "I thought holding onto that 

blanket made you secure."    

 Linus replies, "I think the warranty has run out." 

Well, the Good News of Christmas is that God’s 

‘warranty’ hasn’t – and never will. Just remember these 

words from a familiar carol: 

(singing) “how silently, how silently - the 

wondrous gift is giv’n! So, God imparts to human hearts: 

the blessings of his heav’n. No ear may hear his coming; 

but, in this world of sin: where meek souls will receive 

him – still…the dear Christ enters in.” Amen.
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