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CHRISTMAS EVE

Peace Beyond Understanding
Isaiah 9:2-7; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-20

I am certain that you have seen the ad because it has played constantly
over the past month.  An attractive young woman smiles into the camera as
the voice-over introduces her as “The Gifter.”  Obviously a pro at shopping,
this young woman has figured out that she can find the perfect gifts for
everyone on her extensive list at a fabulous price by shopping at three stores
which just happen to be part of a large conglomerate.  After flawlessly
wrapping her purchases and delivering each one with a flair, she shimmies
through a party which she must have thrown together in her spare time. 
Finding the camera once again, she grins triumphantly as the voice-over
proclaims: “Christmas accomplished!”

Christmas accomplished!  There may be a few of you Type A, super-
organized, endlessly energetic, incredibly creative types who have managed
to do everything you hoped to do for Christmas by this hour, but I know for a
fact that there are far more of us in this sanctuary who are fretting because
of what we have not yet done.   There is food yet to be cooked, packages to
be wrapped, and visits to be made.  Why there are actually some of you
sitting there praying that I will not be too long winded so that you can make
it to the store before it closes to get that final gift that you just remembered. 
Am I wrong?

Christmas accomplished!  You might even hear the Christmas story
again and figure that Mary might well say something like that as she cradles
baby Jesus and ponders and treasures all that has happened.  Christmas
accomplished!

Or you might hear Joseph breathing a sigh of relief that the baby is
finally here.  “We are married,” he thinks, “and tomorrow I will register us all
as a family.  We can finally get on with our lives, settle here among my kinfolk,
and begin a new life together.  Our child is born–Christmas accomplished!

Surely the shepherds are talking about the fact that after all those years
the prophesies have finally come to pass.  The little guys, the poor and
overlooked of the earth, will finally get their due.  Life will be leveled out for



everyone just as Isaiah said it would.  Glory be to God: Christmas
accomplished!

You might even guess that as God looks down upon the sleepy town of
Bethlehem and hears his army of angels serenade the shepherds with “unto
you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord . .
. Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward all people,” 
that God himself smiles and says, “Christmas accomplished!”

Yet you and I know that Christmas is not accomplished like some
cosmic project on God’s to-do list.  Creation–check.  Flood–check. 
Wandering in the desert–check.  Claiming the Promised Land–check. 
Jesus–check.

We know that Christmas is not something we accomplish by buying
ideal gifts, hosting spectacular parties, singing angelic carols, even preaching
a profound Christmas sermon.  We know Christmas is not accomplished in
any of these ways because they are not what Christmas is all about.

Why are you here tonight?  Is it tradition, the beautiful music, silence
and candles, making Mom happy?  Perhaps one or more of those reasons
compels us to be here in this particular spot, but you and I are here for
another reason and deep down we all know what it is.

We are here because of all the “stuff” that happens out there.  Certainly
there is a great deal of good and joy that takes place out there, but we all
know there is also struggle and strife, hustle and hurry, broken promises and
false hopes, tension and worries, illness and death, poverty and war and
abuse, and a thousand other things that cause us to come in here.  We are
here because we believe that in the coming of Christ there is a cure for the
world’s ills or at least a means with which to cope with them.

None of the cast of characters who witnessed Jesus entry into our lives
a couple of thousand years ago would have ever thought, “Christmas
accomplished.”  Mary certainly had an inkling of what awaited her son in life. 
No savior is going to have an easy go of it simply because of the opposition
of people who want to be saviors themselves.  Joseph, too, must have
contemplated what God would want this child to do.  Would he enjoy anything
like a normal life?  Would he be a prophet?  Would he be a warrior?  Would
he become a martyr?  The shepherds heard the good news of change coming
and must have wondered what it meant for them.  Would there finally be a
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revolt, an overthrow of the tyrannical Roman government?  And God?  Far
from thinking that Jesus’ birth had accomplished anything, God knew that
Christmas was merely the beginning of a transformation of our lives.

Nevertheless, each of these characters seems at peace.  Mary is calm
and reflective.  Joseph must be satisfied that they arrived in Bethlehem, found
a safe, warm place to rest, and delivered a healthy baby boy.  The shepherds
are jubilant over witnesses of this great event.  And God?  Well, God seems
rather pleased with it all, too.

The good news which the angels announced was certainly about the
birth of Jesus the Messiah, but it also offered the gift of peace to all with
whom God is pleased.  Peace–that wholeness and well-being that comes only
through the grace of God.

That is why I come here on Christmas Eve and throughout the year.  I
come seeking that peace that is beyond understanding.  I suspect it is why
you come as well.  There is a peace that Jesus brings that is not available
from any other source.  There is a peace that Jesus offers which keeps us
secure in the most trying of circumstances.  As Paul reminded his friends in
Philippi, “the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:7).

Last month, Time magazine invited a variety of public figures to share
thoughts about why they are grateful.  Rick Warren, Pastor of The
Saddleback Church in California, shared some of his thoughts.  It was a very
difficult year for the Warren family having experienced the traumatic death of
their son.  His thoughts on gratitude caught my attention.  He said,

How can you be thankful when your doctor says it’s cancer? 
How can you feel grateful when the one you love just walked out
of your life?  Or when you’ve been fired, or your dream has
collapsed, or an economic tsunami has wiped out all you’ve
worked for?

This year became the worst year of my life when my
youngest son, who’d struggled since childhood with mental
illness, took his own life.  How am I supposed be thankful this
Thanksgiving?  When your heart’s been ripped apart, you feel
numb, not grateful.
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And yet the Bible tells us “Give thanks IN ALL
circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”  The
key is the word “in.”  God doesn’t expect me to be thankful FOR
all circumstance, but IN all circumstances.  There’s a huge
difference.  The first attitude is masochism.  The second shows
maturity.  We’re not supposed to be thankful for evil or sin, or the
innocent suffering caused by these things.  But even in heartache
and grief and disappointment, there are still good things that I can
be thankful for.

I’m thankful that although life is not always good, God is
always good . . . I’m thankful that even though I don’t have all the
answers, God does.  In tragedy we seek explanations, but
explanations never comfort.  It is God’s presence that eases our
pain.

I’m thankful that this life is not all there is.  It’s not the end
of the story . . . I’m thankful for the hope of heaven . . . I’m
thankful that God can bring good even out of the bad in my life,
when I give him the pieces.  It’s his specialty.  God loves to turn
crucifixions into resurrections, and then benefit the whole world. 
God never wastes a hurt if we give it to him.1

I would say that Rick Warren experiences peace beyond understanding. 
Gratitude despite the horrific things that happen to us in life springs from that
kind of peace which cannot be explained, only experienced.  Many of you
know exactly what I am talking about.  In spite of what is happening to you or
around you or within you, the sense that you are not alone, that God is
hanging in there with you, brings a sense of peace, an unexplainable
assurance that everything is going to be okay.

I think that is why we are here.  We want that sense of assurance, that
confidence that no matter what happens, God is with us.  That is Christmas. 
Jesus coming into our lives as a baby, growing up in every way as we do,
understanding all of our quirks and foibles, and loving us through it all–that is
Christmas.  Jesus showing us the right way to live, demonstrating the extent
of his love by suffering and dying, and–for me this is the most astounding
thing–shaking off the glory of heaven in order to rise to life and show us the

1Rick Warren: TIME for Thanks,” TIME Magazine (November 25, 2013); available online at:
http://time100.time.com/2013/11/25/time-for-thanks/slide/rick-warren/.

4



way to eternal life– that is Christmas.  Offering us peace–wholeness of
life–that is Christmas.

Christmas cannot be “accomplished” by buying the right gifts, hosting
a great party, or completing all of our tasks ahead of time.  We cannot
accomplish Christmas at all because it is not a chore.  It is a gift from God. 
And with that gift comes a peace that is beyond our understanding but which
helps us navigate our way through all of the pathways of life.  And that is why
we are here.  At least that is why I am here . . . and I hope the same is true
for you.  Christmas is a gift.  Receive it and rejoice!  Amen.
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December 24, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Our Father, whose dwelling place has been in the heavens beyond, but who
now dwells with us upon the earth, we unite our hearts this glad night in praise and
thanksgiving.  For the babe who became a man, for the Word that became flesh, for
the holy which took upon itself the mundane, we offer our thanks.  May this holy
night hold not so much the magic of your love as the realization of how far you will
go in love.  May we take that cloak of love upon us and wear it proudly and bravely
in the routines and adventures that life shall bring our way.  On this night when your
glory is revealed in heaven and upon earth, hear our prayers, we beseech you.

We pray for faith which will guide our footsteps and lead us in a path that is
pleasing to you.  We seek not a quantity of faith, but a quality of faith, O God.  We
yearn for a communion with you which will enrich our lives that we might enrich the
lives of others.  We desire a faith which shall see us through the difficult times and
which will make our good times that much brighter.  We work for a faith worthy of
sharing with others that their quest for you might bring them to your throne of
righteousness.  Grant us faith, we pray.

We pray for hope in a world that so often seems hanging above a chasm of
despair.  Divert our eyes from the false prophets of easy pleasure to the true hope
of the world that is to be found in right relationship with you.  Come to us in the
darkest of nights, we pray, and shine your everlasting light down the corridors of our
lives that we might see the way to you and follow.  Remind us that no place upon this
earth is hidden from your gaze and that no dark corner is apart from your presence. 
Help us to recognize that you are with us and are forever our God.  Grant us hope,
we pray.

We pray for peace in a time that knows little peace.  Nation distrusts nation
and believer lashes out at believer.  Terror stalks our streets while families erupt with
misunderstanding and hatred.  On this night of love, bring to us a new resolve of
understanding, our Father.  Enable us to reconcile our differences without
destruction.  Teach us to heal rather than to create wounds, to listen rather than to
shout, to embrace rather than to strike out.  And may we come to realize the angel's
prayer for the earth of peace and goodwill to all people.  Grant us peace, we pray.

We pray for joy that might be spread among all peoples of the earth, O God. 
May the good news of Christ's birth penetrate even the most resistant of hearts and
so transform our lives that the delight within us may spread to all whom we meet. 
May our joy become a catalyst for action that reaches beyond ourselves to our
neighbor, our adversary, and to our sisters and brothers who inhabit the parts of the
earth furthest from our doorstep.  May the joy of the Christ's birth into our own lives
redeem us to the end that we might become partners in answering those prayers
that we make this night.  Hear us and respond to us, O God, through your Son
whose birth we herald, even Jesus the Christ.  Amen.


