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CHRISTMAS EVE SERMON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

After our Tuesday Advent supper discussions about the events leading up to Jesus’ birth, I’ve been paying close attention to our Christmas cards. I love the artwork that depicts this holy night: the venerable icons, the medieval and renaissance paintings, and, occasionally some more modern attempts. There’s a very interesting woodcut by the Lutheran master Albrecht Dürer on our bulletin cover tonight. (I encourage you to take a closer look when the lighting’s better!)


While I don’t for a minute doubt the devotion of those artists through the ages, at the same time I have to wonder if they actually read the gospels! If Mary was recently engaged, she was likely about 13 years old or so, but she usually looks to be in her mid-20’s. Dear Joseph was likely an older teen, but he’s usually painted as a very old man. (Tradition wanted to keep Mary a virgin and so decided he was 92 when they married, and 112 when he died. Hmmmm.)


You know Luke’s story. Joseph, whatever his age, and a very pregnant Mary had just finished an 80-mile walk from Nazareth to Bethlehem, through the rugged Judean wilderness. They end up in a stable (likely a cave) in Bethlehem, but in every painting I could find they are scrubbed clean, wearing freshly-pressed clothing. 

In all of the paintings, after a cold night-time birth, on the ground or maybe on straw, Mary’s somehow got that radiant ‘Cover-girl look,’ and Jesus, like the Gerber baby, is cozy and quiet in the feed trough.


Jan and I have crèche sets from around the world. Not one of them is dirty or smelly. In every one, Mary and Joseph are serene; the baby sleeps. And even the night-shift shepherds are squeaky clean and apparently well-mannered. It is as if, for centuries, we have wanted the events of Christmas night to be perfect: sweet, gentle, quiet, out of focus just enough to soften the edges. Take this evening, for example: Blend the candlelight, music, pine smell, nostalgia, and eggnog just right, and we may be able to coast with barely a bump right into the New Year.


Well, in spite of the ouches, the details from Luke’s gospel need to be heard, dear friends! God means to shake things up! Luke writes about the tyrannical rulers, who levy unfair taxes and otherwise call the shots. Politics and power loom as large over the holy family as they do over our own families. Theirs was, after all, an occupied nation, full of poverty, with little freedom, political or religious.


Mary’s teenage pregnancy was a scandal! She was from Nazareth to begin with, a no-account village of mostly cave dwellers, way up North, far from the movers and shakers in Jerusalem. Pregnant out of wedlock, she could have been stoned to death. And Joseph, not the father of the child, could have cast the first stone. (Things regarding women’s rights, alas, haven’t changed much in most of the Middle East.) But, prompted by an angelic dream, Joseph chooses mercy over justice.


The night of Jesus’ birth, after that arduous 9-day journey, Mary and Joseph were poor and homeless, squatters in effect, without medical coverage or care. Very soon they would become refugees, fleeing for their lives to a foreign land. Oh, and those shepherds? The baby’s first visitors had the reputation of being crude and vulgar people—hardly coochy-coo types!--from the bottom rung of the career ladder.


When we pay attention to them, Luke’s details ought to have our skin crawling and our heads shaking. “What in the world is God up to?” God’s hit the streets, but he’s chosen the poorest, most unlikely circumstances to make his entrance. Improper and embarrassing he is, wrong side of the tracks; a long way from Rome’s military might, Herod’s palace, and even Jerusalem’s temple. God’s invasion comes through two nobodies from next-to-nowhere, bunking down with animals in a borrowed stable.


The story is outrageous to the mighty and downright scandalous to the proper ones. But to us who are gathered in this poverty-stricken town, I pray we can hear it as great good news indeed!


The details of Luke’s story assure us of God’s heart for the poor, the oppressed, the voiceless and powerless. When God comes to earth, it is how and where we’d least expect it, with no comfort or status, a profound ‘heads up!’ to the life and ministry about to unfold in this Son of God. If Christ Jesus were born tonight, it would not be in the White House or at the Pentagon; not on Wall Street or in Hollywood. More likely, God would choose something like an alley garage behind a rental property on Cotton Street.


God is making a statement, dear friends, as the Word becomes flesh and lives among us. God is identifying with the leasts and losts of this world, our country, this city. All through the Advent Season, we’ve been ending worship with the dismissal: “Go in peace. Remember the poor” because it is from there that the heart of God calls his blessed people!


Last year Americans spent about $450 billion on Christmas. It’s less than the yearly Pentagon budget, but still a nice piece of change. Do you know what it would cost to provide safe, clean drinking water to every person on the planet? About $20 billion. So why hasn’t it happened? God only knows.


When Mary sings her ‘Magnificat’ to Elizabeth, she remembers God’s promise to bring down the mighty and lift up the lowly; to feed the hungry with good things and send the rich away empty. (Sounds like an ‘Occupy Wall Street’ chant, to be honest.) As we see her little Jesus grow into adulthood, you get the idea this song must have been her lullaby, one which grew into Jesus’ theme song. He eats with sinners, he hangs out with the poor, he’s got no place to lay his head, relying on free beds and complimentary handouts as he and his disciples travel. Jesus touches lepers, empowers women, welcomes children (scandal, scandal, scandal!), all the while going head-to-head with the politicians and religious elite of his day.


I bring up all of this because, if we’re here to celebrate Jesus’ birth, we’d better be ready for the rest of his life. Emmanuel—God-with-us—does not get packed away with the decorations come January. Rather, he invades the streets of this troubled city, hearing the cries and prayers of so many, seeking to assure them of his Father’s love and power, and calling on you and me to demonstrate it.

Jesus speaks to us week after week from this book, and he feeds us at this ‘manger’, so that we can make real his life and love, so that we can shine his light and bring his hope to brothers and sisters in the shadows of Old Trinity’s steeple.

So this past year has involved us with homeless families at Opportunity House, Hope Rescue Mission, Family Promise and with Habitat for Humanity. 
We’ve offered support to fragile mothers at Mary’s House and Berks Women in Crisis. We’ve tutored at-risk children at 10th and Penn and have begun supporting refugees and immigrants with ESL classes here. We’ve invited neighbors to cookouts at our Courtyard Cafes this summer and have fed even more from 

St. John’s food pantry. We provide an inviting home for the Deaf Senior Center and the “I Can” support group. We’ve sent hundreds of mosquito nets to Southern Africa and supported our daughter Kristen in her work there.


Do you see what God’s up to? All of these ministries engage the body of Christ in making real the love of God for the people of God. They are ways by which Mary’s lullaby and Jesus’ theme song echo through Reading streets and southern African villages, bringing healing and hope where, without Jesus, there would be none.


As we come to Bethlehem this holiest of nights, please know not only the joy of this good news received, but also the privilege of being able to share it. Those uncouth shepherds went back to work telling everyone along the way what they had seen and heard. And just so God sends us out and about. But, as we go, let’s be sure that the news of eternal love on the loose is not only for the jobless and homeless. God comes not just to the people of south Reading, but also to those in Wyomissing and Shillington, on College Heights and Mt. Penn. God’s love and grace are for all who admit their need of it. (Repeat: to all who admit their need of it.)


The Roman armies had no such need. They were, after all, the mightiest in the world. Emperor Augustus, Governor Quirinius, and King Herod had palaces, slaves and chests of gold. What difference could this baby possibly make? Even the temple officials and priests had God well in hand, thank you. The ‘system’ worked just fine for them without Mary’s son.


That’s the danger of being privileged. Beware! When you’ve got a house and car (or 2), filled closets and refrigerators, some investments going to work for you, it’s tempting to think, “I’ve done it; I’ve got it made.” That sense of self-sufficiency probably does more to keep God at bay than any other human trait. (With all those gifts piled high, who can even find the baby Jesus?!)


I pray that we who gather here can see through that charade. We know, don’t we, how fickle the stock market is, how fragile our bodies can be, how relationships can fail us. The world is filled with ruins that remind us how kingdoms, nations and cultures come and go. Their ‘security,’ like ours, is an illusion at best.


The Son of God was born a pauper to bring home the truth that we are all as needy as exhausted Mary and Joseph. We are all as dependent as that tiny infant. We are all as unlikely-chosen as those scruffy shepherds to ‘come and see.’ In short, by the grace of God, you and I are in marvelous blessed company. “Christ is born for you!” the Polish carol sings, for all of us in need, to all of us who long. Emmanuel has come: God with us, God in us, God through us. 

Let us pray: O holy child of Bethlehem, descend to us we pray




Cast out our sin and enter in; be born in us today.




We hear the Christmas angel the great glad tidings tell;




Oh, come to us, abide with us, our Lord Immanuel. Amen.
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