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“Let us go now…” 

First Reading: Luke 2:1-7 

Second Reading: Luke 2:8-20 

I think my wife would tell you that they haven’t come up with a 

name for my particular illness, but she marvels at the maddening 

paralysis that comes upon me when called upon for an on the spot 

decision. Menus, snacks, what to wear on a random Thursday … My 

body and brain freeze as my panicked eyes dart back and forth looking 

for some lifeline to deliver me from the purgatory of indecision.  

Personally, I blame it on the single definition I managed to 

memorize in a college economics class. Opportunity Cost: The cost of 

anything is the foregone alternative. If you buy this, you cannot buy 

that. If you go here, you are choosing not to go there. If you wear the 

khakis, the jeans remain in the closet. Opportunity cost. It means that 

the simple question - Where’d you like to go for dinner? – creates an 

existential crisis, rendering all neurons suddenly sluggish. It’s like the 

alarm goes off at the fire station down the road and the driver jumps in 

the truck but can’t get the engine to crank. rrr … rrr … rrr … “Come 

on!” 
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That can be a problem, because everyone’s circle of acquaintances, 

friends, and relatives includes a variety of personality types, including 

the dude who is the quintessence of spontaneity. And so, you are always 

at risk of getting that call: no formalities or phone etiquette because he 

knows you know who it is. You answer and immediately, his voice 

brimming with fervor, he asks, “What are you doing, right now?” 

You know, I’m not sure I want to say … because he’s going to ask 

me to drop everything and go somewhere. It could be everything from 

Hamilton tickets to … a really big, inconvenient favor that involves 

heavy lifting … and Hoosiers is playing on TNT! I freeze. I’m afraid to 

commit. I don’t know what to say. Do I really want to drop everything 

and go?  I mean, I know the perfect response that could certainly get me 

off the hook of making a spur of the moment decision when that phone 

rings. “What are you doing, right now?” …CPR … on the shoulder of 

the interstate … in the freezing rain … I’ll catch up with you when the 

ambulance arrives.  

For some of us, taking off on a lark is impossibly difficult because 

our brains don’t have the gigahertz in our microchip to process choices 

that quickly. We are slowed down by a flood of concerns involving 
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foregone alternatives and unintended consequences. And let me tell 

you, as you age, the choices become harder.  “Dude, Springsteen 

tickets!” Hmmm … the Boss … or a nap? That’s not the easy choice it 

used to be. 

When the angels had left [the shepherds] and gone into heaven, 

the shepherds said to one another, "Let us go now to Bethlehem…”  

Now? Really?  “While [Mary and Joseph] were there, the time came for 

her to deliver her child.” Now? Really? 

A week ago, our congregation celebrated its annual Lessons and 

Carols Service, a soaring and majestic merging of poetry, music, and 

prose as a diversity of voices proclaim the Christmas narrative foretold 

by prophets and interpreted by the gospel writers; the readings 

intermingled with the season defining, choir-enriched carols that 

gathered assemblies, both sacred and secular have lifted up for 

generations. There are no worship wars on that day because most folks 

want traditional at Christmas. Outside of Christmas Eve and Easter, it 

marks our highest attendance of the year (which I try to not take too 

personally, seeing that there is no sermon on that day.) 
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The Lessons and Carols service is based on a tradition in England 

that dates back to 19th Century Cornwall, eventually evolving into the 

service celebrated annually at King’s College, Cambridge, a service that 

celebrates its 100th Anniversary this year. The setting is formal, the 

words refined, the readers practiced, with many assemblies hewing to 

the King James Version. “Let us now go even unto Bethlehem, and see 

this thing which is come to pass, which the Lord hath made known unto 

us.” The elegance of the service with its rich melodies and harmonies 

opens our spirits to the transcendent, numinous power of the 

incarnation of God’s own Son.  

But, to be honest, such eloquence and ceremony are not 

necessarily reflective of the emotions and dialogue of the first 

Christmas. Michael Lindvall (Good News From North Haven) tells the story of 

the staid, never-to-be-altered Children’s Pageant in one church that 

encountered what they call in Central America, a coup de tat. The 

young mothers in the congregation were going to shake things up. The 

casting and script were usurped in a come one, come all Christmas zoo.  

And in their revolutionary fervor, on the day of the pageant, they 

threw out the King James and gave the narrator a modern paraphrased 



 5 

version, so that as Mary and Joseph were walking up the aisle, instead 

of hearing, “And Joseph also went up … unto the city of David, which is 

called Bethlehem … 5 To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being 

great with child;” what the children playing Joseph and Mary actually 

did hear as they walked toward the creche was, “[Joseph] traveled there 

from the village of Nazareth in Galilee. 5 He took with him Mary, his 

fiancée, who was now obviously pregnant.” Immediately, little Joseph 

stopped in his tracks, exclaiming, “Pregnant! What do you mean, 

pregnant?” Of course, that may well be closer to what Joseph actually 

said. 

Thus, I would venture that the first words to escape Mary’s lips  

in the stable when her water broke were not, I am the handmaiden of 

the Lord. Blessed am I among women.  

I mean, think about her journey up to this point. While there was 

a poignant moment there with God when Mary received the news, the 

subsequent journey had not been so smooth. Back in Nazareth for the 

last few months, Mary had been the talk of the town, and not in a good 

way. Unmarried and pregnant. If not shunned, Mary was the subject of 

whispered aspersions about moral turpitude, character, and scandal. 
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Yet, even if any reason to get out of town and away from judging eyes 

would be welcome for Mary, the timing of the Bethlehem sojourn was 

most unfortunate, a little too close to the due date. Don’t you know 

Mary was praying the baby would hang in there until they returned 

home from Bethlehem. The neighbors may have been a bit chilly of late, 

but the setting was familiar and when the baby came, it’s a baby, so you 

just know the chill would thaw, and the neighbors would be there to do 

the things that needed to be done when a baby is born. 

“What did that letter say, Joseph?” “We have to go to Bethlehem.” 

Now? Really? And when they arrived in Bethlehem, those weren’t 

Christmas lights, for all the town was lit up with no vacancy signs! 

“There’s no room at the inn.” Now? Really? And when the labor pains 

kicked in? Now? Really? And when a feeding trough had had to 

substitute for a bassinette? Now? Really? 

Life happens. Don’t you love the naivete of habitually 

accomplished young adults who plot out their lives like a wedding 

announcement? Magna Cum Laude (check); corporate VP or senior 

account executive at twenty-eight (check); wedding brought to you by 

Cartier/Vera Wang/Biltmore/The Cake Boss/and the parents’ retirement 
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fund; first house in the trendy zip code du jour all dressed up for 

entertaining until they are ready to start a family.  

Isn’t it cute? They have no idea that Ready to have children is an 

oxymoron. Let’s go visit when no one is watching about a week after 

returning from the hospital. Still ready? … Maybe for a tranquilizer and 

a nap. Throw out the well-ordered spreadsheets, folks, because your 

strategically planned lifestyle days are over.  

Life happens in the now, and often the now is what you are the 

least prepared for. Having an infant is like being renditioned by the 

CIA. They use things like sleep deprivation with prolonged ear-piercing 

noises to break you. It’s like entering kindergarten all over again, 

because you’ll have the next 25 years to learn how much you don’t 

know, things like how many children it takes to turn off one light in the 

kitchen. Erma Bombeck says three. “It takes one to say What light and 

two more to say I didn't turn it on.” 

“While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child.” 

Now? Really? Life happens. You can complain, or you can give up, or 

you can take note, have a good cry, and start figuring out how to ask the 



 8 

right people, i.e. people you can trust, so that you may glean some cues 

about whatever in the world it is you are supposed to be doing now. 

That’s why we call ourselves a community of faith, a congregation. 

Remember that just to prepare for this ill-timed birthday, Mary spent 

three months comparing notes with her cousin Elizabeth. We were 

never meant to face the now alone, which is the reason Christ was born 

in the first place. And he shall be called Emmanuel, which means God 

with us – where we are, no matter the mess or the emotions or even the 

skewed, backward way you see the world in the present moment. 

Emmanuel, God with us, now.  

 Central to the Incarnation, the birth of Jesus is the declaration 

that God is never ashamed to be associated with the now of our lives. 

Madeline L’Engle said, “There is nothing so secular that it cannot be 

sacred, and that is one of the deepest messages of the Incarnation.”  

Decades before that Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “God is not ashamed 

of the lowliness of human beings. God marches right in. He chooses 

people as his instruments and performs his wonders where one would 

least expect them.”  
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And centuries before that Augustine of Hippo said that 

humanity’s maker was made human so that the Bread of life might 

know the experience of hunger; so that the Fountain of Life might 

understand what it is like to be thirsty; so that the Light of life might 

know a craving for sleep; so that the Way of life might comprehend 

weariness and the feet that fail you before you get to your destination. 

Thus, we can never say that God does not understand our now, or 

is above joining us in the facing of it. “Let us go now to Bethlehem.” It 

was an easy choice for the shepherds … I mean angels … How are you 

going to ignore that? Sure, they’d have to con somebody who slept 

through the concert to watch the sheep for them, but they were going.  

In a different way every parent knows that when the water 

breaks, you just drop everything and go. The timing may stink. Your 

adolescent vision of the perfect life may finally have to be thrown into 

the recycling bin along with those notions of the Southern Living 

photoshoot lifestyle, but the baby says now and that means now. 

Complaining won’t help and bitterness is a cancer, so you have a good 

cry and get busy finding yourself a community like this to help you sort 

out whatever in the world it is you are supposed to be doing now. 



 10 

Yet, whatever your now looks like, just know that even when you 

can’t hear any angels singing, God is as the old carol proclaims, 

“Pleased with us, in flesh to dwell; Jesus our Emmanuel.” Here. Now. 

Amen.   

     


