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It was the end of summer in 1988. My family and I were finishing our furlough from the mission 
field, and looking to return to our home, and our life, in Bethlehem. The fall of the previous year saw 
the start of the first Intifada, or uprising, of the Palestinians. To say that the times were dangerous 
was an understatement. We were asked what our life and ministry held for us upon our return. My 
answer was simply to draw a big question mark. We had no idea what lie ahead. The times were very 
uncertain for us.

As we look at almost any place in the world, in our country, our states, our cities, we too can be 
filled with uncertainty. There are growing threats of war for many parts of the world. Everywhere 
you look it seems as though the political forces are aligning with one extreme or the other; and 
it’s as if their only goal is to stay in power and they forget the people whom they were elected to 
serve. Nature itself seems to have gone mad: unprecedented climate change; earthquakes, storms, 
winds and fires of cataclysmic proportions. Who can predict what will happen next, or where it will 
happen? Often all we have is a big question mark; and all we can do is cautiously move forward, 
keeping watch and hoping that it won’t affect us.

Life in First Century Palestine was also one of great uncertainty. First there was the occupation by a 
foreign power who could wield it’s might against anyone, at any time, for any reason. There were the 
dreaded tax collectors who could exact whatever amounts they wanted to collect and you had to pay.  
Even the religious authorities were prone to act more out of a place of power rather than as agents 
of God’s grace to His people. Socially there was a large gulf between the “haves” and the “have 
nots.” As one on the lower end of the scale you were always at the mercy of those who were better 
off. Uncertainty was always at the forefront.

Uncertainty can be a dangerous place. It can cause rising anxiety and fear which can grip us and make 
us totally immobile; afraid to move in any direction because of the unknown that surrounds us. It can 
also be a place of wonder and excitement that propels us forward, looking for and expecting something 
to happen. In the darkness of uncertainty, the light of wonder comes. Where is the uncertainty in your 
life? Where is the uncertainty in our gospel story? Where is the light of wonder?

First, we have the shepherds. Theirs was a life of constant uncertainty. There was the danger of wild 
animals attacking the flocks, or even attacking the shepherd as he came to their defense. Socially, 
they were a pariah. Gone were the nomadic days of Abraham when being a shepherd was a prized 
life from which you built your wealth. In Jesus’ time being a shepherd was one of the professions 
that was lumped into the general category of “publicans and sinners.” They were always on the 
fringes because they carried the smell of the sheep and the open fields as well as not always being 
that personally hygienic, spending time away from public baths. But remember, this was the title 
that Jesus took for Himself, “The Good Shepherd.”

In our gospel story, our shepherds are settling in and letting the quiet of the night fill their souls as 



they rest up for the next day, suddenly the sky is ablaze with light. Out of the light they hear a voice 
and see the figure of a human-like being. I’m sure that they were terrified. What does this being 
say? “Don’t be afraid! It’s ok. I’m not here to harm you; I’ve got something to tell you. I have some 
good news.” The angel tells them that up on that far hill, in David’s city of Bethlehem, the Messiah 
has been born. He tells them to go up and see Him. You’ll know it’s Him because He’s a little baby, 
swaddled in a blanket, and He’s lying in a feed trough. The sky is then filled with angels and the 
shepherds can hear them singing praises to God and blessings to humankind.  

This could have been a time of great uncertainty for them. Would anyone receive them let alone listen 
to their story? But instead of being frozen in fear the shepherds expectantly made their way up the 
hillside to Bethlehem. As they move among the streets of the city they hear the sounds of joy and 
celebration coming from one of the homes. They approach and can see men and women spilling out of 
the door of the house. As they are noticed, they ask about the reason for the celebration and are told 
that the wife of one of the relatives has given birth to a baby boy! The shepherds tell of what happened 
to them in the fields and then ask if they may see the baby. They are received and given entrance to the 
home, and there, just as the angel said, is the baby, lying in the feed trough, right next to his mother. 
In the tradition of the time they worshipped and bowed down with their foreheads right down on the 
floor of the house; an act that all would recognize as a posture of worship to a deity. Then, they got up 
and left, and went back to their sheep telling their story as they went.  

The next point of uncertainty and wonder that we see is in Mary. It began when she was told by 
an angel that she would bear the One through whom God would bless her nation and the world; 
and the angel told her that it would be a work of the Holy Spirit and Mary simply said, “Behold, 
the handmaiden of the Lord…” This became a time of great uncertainty for Mary. To be a single 
young woman and to be found pregnant was not a good place in which to be. Custom and the 
Torah dictated that women were stoned to death for this kind of thing. On top of all of that she 
was engaged to be married. How do you tell your fiancé, who came to your father because you were 
an honorable young lady from a good family; who has gone through all of the process with your 
father to write a marriage contract and agree upon a dowry; how do you tell him that now you are 
pregnant and that he is not the father, which Joseph would have known. Mary was surrounded 
by uncertainty even though she was willing to do as God requested; but with the darkness of 
uncertainty there was the light of wonder. We are told in another place that to save face Joseph was 
going to write a bill of divorce and then pay for her to go away quietly to have the baby. But God 
sent an angel to Joseph and told him to take her as his wife; this is from God; and Joseph obeyed.  

Now here we are, nine months later and after a time of hard labor, the baby is born. Mary is resting 
among the relatives with the baby in the only cradle available – the animals’ feed trough and into 
this scene come the shepherds. Mary watches as they bow down in a posture of worship. They leave 
to return to their flocks and I’m sure that Mary is not a little stunned. Next, a couple of years later, 
men from the East, three Zoroastrian astrologers, arrive at the home and again, offer gifts as if to a 
king or a god and bow down in worship. Can you imagine the thoughts going through Mary’s mind 
as each of these things happens? Where there could have been great uncertainty, even doubt, Mary 
held all of these things in her heart and pondered them.  

As Jesus’ life continued Mary would have had many reasons to have doubt and uncertainty: they go 
up to Jerusalem to present Him in the Temple and as they are presenting their gifts, the prophet 
Simeon comes forward and declares that he can now die in peace because he has seen God’s 
Messiah. Then, Anna, a prophetess comes forward to declare that this baby was the redemption 
of Israel. Mary held all of these things in her heart and watched her oldest son grow “in stature 
and knowledge of the Lord.” Think of it – she can look back over His whole life and remember 
everything. How could Mary not be in a state of wonder and awe? Then she’s standing in front of 



a cross with her sister and another woman, and this One who held so much promise is hanging 
there. For Mary He’s not just “one” of the three but this was her firstborn child. I can only imagine 
how her heart was breaking as she saw her son hanging there until He was dead. After all that 
she had been told about him, I am sure that uncertainty and doubt tried to come in like a flood. 
I can imagine that as she and His followers sat shiva (the seven days of mourning after a death), 
I can imagine that she was there sobbing as her heart was breaking. Then, amidst all of the doubt 
and uncertainty the Light of Wonder appears. He’s alive. He has been resurrected. We aren’t told 
anything about Mary during the 40 days of His appearance post-crucifixion, nor what happened 
to her after His ascension, but I am certain that all that she had held in her heart became real 
and wonder of wonders, she could only sit in praise and thanks to God, that she had been the one 
chosen to give birth and raise Him to manhood, this One, the true Promise to Israel who had 
indeed come and set His people free.

For the shepherds and for Mary, Isaiah’s words came true and we are told that as each one rose from 
uncertainty into wonder that they praised God and rejoiced at the wonder they had been privileged 
to see. As the shepherds returned to their flocks they could not keep silent but told and re-told all 
that had happened that night. As the light of wonder dawned upon Mary, we read the words of 
the Magnificat: “My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior…” When 
uncertainty and doubt have been driven away by God’s light of wonder we cannot help but cry out 
in praise and thanks to God.

The third light of wonder is found in you and me. Here we are, 2000 years after the events of 
Jesus’ life, death and resurrection and with all of the saints down through the ages we still cry out, 
“O Lord Jesus how long? How long? Ere we shout the glad song…” Jesus told us that life would 
continue on as it always had: “…there will be wars and rumors of wars…lawlessness will increase 
and people’s love will grow cold…” Jesus told us that there will be sickness and famine; earthquakes 
and floods; all manner of disasters, natural and man-made, and yet when we see it – we become 
fearful and uncertainty settles in. Where is He? Why did God let this happen? Why is it taking so 
long? The first followers of Jesus fully expected His return to happen in their lifetime but slowly, 
time wore on and nothing happened. Today, just as then, not much has changed. The rich and 
powerful still rob and cheat and take from the rest of us, who have so little. Armies march to war for 
what seem like good reasons yet when the truth is finally told, it was an exercise in futility. The land 
of Palestine is still in the grip of a cruel overlord who summarily punishes and oppresses the people 
of the land. All over the world those who are on the outside of the power players are persecuted and 
oppressed, driven into oblivion. The divisions between the classes are as wide and as deep as ever. 
As I said earlier, nature itself seems to be in the throes of birth pangs. Families and even society in 
general all seem to be in turmoil. Nothing seems to offer any certainty except death and taxes.  

After we returned to our home in Bethlehem in 1988, with only a question mark of uncertainty in 
front of us, God’s light of wonder broke through. My wife and I were in the process of doing some 
house cleaning after having been closed up for three months. I was out on my balcony, sweeping 
and mopping, and from the minaret across the street came the noon prayer call. The first words are, 
“Allahu akhbaar.” Literally translated they mean, “God is greater.” And as those haunting words 
came forth calling people to prayer God flooded my heart with the light of wonder as it began to 
dawn upon me that no matter what we faced, God is greater. Do you face sickness? God is greater!  
Do you have financial problems? God is greater! Do you worry about the political situations? God 
is greater! Are you fearful about natural disasters? God is greater! Are there family issues or broken 
relationships? God is greater! Because of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, there is nothing in this 
world that can overcome us. Nothing is going to change; God is not going to remove hardships and 
struggles but we do have the promise of Jesus who said, “In this life you will have tribulation, but 



fear not! I have overcome the world.” God is greater. 

So into each of our lives, even though there may be times of great uncertainty that almost overwhelms us, 
look up, as did the shepherds, listen for the angels singing praises to God and blessings to humankind, and 
then climb the hillside, make your way through the uncertainty, and step into the light of the presence of 
the One who is called “Wonderful” and worship. 

Finally, just as the shepherds did, tell the story of what God has done for you. Tell it over and over because 
as you do, the light of wonder will continue to grow and fill your heart, driving out the uncertainty. In the 
midst of the darkness of uncertainty, comes the Light of Wonder.

Amen.


