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There is an anonymous poem from the 15th Century that reads: 

  Lo, in the silent night a child to God is born, and all is brought again that ere was lost or lorn. Could but thy soul become a silent night! God would be born in thee and set all things aright. 

 This is the night when we remember that night from ages ago when the entirety of human history was changed, when God came to earth in the person of Jesus the Christ. I welcome you to this worship service on this most holy of nights. If you are a regular communicant here, I welcome you very warmly. If you have come home, I welcome you. If this is your first time to worship in St. Luke’s, I welcome you on this very special occasion when we remember that night so long ago.  Whatever your Advent has been like, whatever the month of December has been like for you, tonight we focus on the true meaning of this season. 

It is ironic that the season of Advent, which is meant to be a time of quiet, peaceful preparation for the celebration of Christmas, has typically become anything but that. It is an irony that, for many people, December is, without question, their busiest time of the year. It also is without question that for some people the month of December leading up to Christmas is the most stressful time of year for a variety of reasons. We have to understand and have compassion for folk who find this season particularly difficult for any variety of reasons. So whatever has brought you to this church tonight, I thank you for being here, and for sharing in our worship this evening. I pray that each one of us tonight will hear once again and take into our soul what we are really here to celebrate tonight. 

You remember that when Jesus taught, oftentimes he would finish a particular teaching by saying, ‘Those who have ears, hear.’  It is a marvelous way to end a block of teaching. He was saying to his hearers, ‘I have given you a teaching to ponder, to explore its meaning; and to apply its meaning is up to you.’ 

Tonight we hear again the ancient story of the birth of Jesus the Christ. Any preacher should be wary of trying too hard to be creative and come up with some new insight with regard to this story. We know the story. The question tonight for me, and for you, is, ‘What do we do with the good news that Jesus the Christ was born and that in Christ, the Anointed One, we have seen the light?’  Whatever has brought us to this liturgy tonight, however busy we have been this past month, however stressed we may have been, however behind we got in our to-do list, tonight is the night when we hear again the story, and have to make a choice. What does this good news mean to us? How do we take the light of Christ out from this liturgy and with us into the world? 

As I was listening to the news the last couple of weeks, be it local, national or international, as I would read the couple of newspapers that I read each day, every story that had any substance to it, recently I’ve thought with Christmas on the horizon, 'What does the message of Christmas have to say to this situation?' Be the situation greed, hatred, prejudice, violence, or simply indifference, with Christmas on the horizon, every story that has come to my attention I have pondered in my own mind, ‘What is the Christmas message in this situation?’ I simply want to leave us tonight with the thought that every time we see a situation in our daily lives that isn’t being responded to in love or with compassion, every time we run into a situation like that we have the opportunity to take the light of Christ into that situation. The words of this liturgy tonight are beautiful. The music is glorious. The building could not be more lovely. All of that is wonderful, and as it should be, but, in the end, we each have to ask ourselves the question, ‘How do I take Jesus Christ deeper into my own life and how do I take his love into a world that is so desperately in need of hope? Violence is nothing new. Prejudice is nothing new. A person preaching on Christmas Eve twenty-five years ago, or a hundred years ago, or a thousand years ago, could talk about violence, hatred, or indifference. The situation is not new, but we have the option every time we are in a situation that isn’t being fed by the love of Jesus Christ to offer just a little bit of his light into the world.  

I conclude with this. One of the finest sermons I have ever heard was by a retired Episcopal Bishop over 20 years ago. At the time he was in his late 80’s, and had been retired from active Diocesan service for years. He was a very tiny man in stature. You could basically only see his head above the pulpit. You couldn’t really see the rest of him! He was an amazing speaker. I remember the sermon vividly even though it was over twenty years ago. When he got to the punch line of the sermon, he said to us that night, ‘Christianity is serious business.‘ All these years later, I can remember those words as if I had just heard them yesterday. Somehow that night I was able to hear those words, ‘Christianity is serious business.’  

So we enjoy the trappings of Christmas as they have come to be known in our culture. We enjoy the rituals. My family has our own rituals that we enjoy very much, but this liturgy reminds us that, in the end, we are here tonight to ponder the glorious mystery that we have seen the light of Christ. How will we take that light with us back into the world? I want to finish tonight by reading the words from the lesson in Titus. These are glorious words, and they summarize so poignantly the essence of how we are to take the light of Christ deeper into our own lives, and then with us into the world. St. Paul writes, ‘For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly, while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ.  He it is who gave himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for good deeds.’  Amen.
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