Christmas Eve 2010

<<<>>>

We all know what Christmas is really about, right?

Of course it's the baby.

But I don’t want to talk about the baby tonight.

I want to talk about your presents!

How are your presents?

Do you have enough presents?

Will you get the right presents?

The ones you want?

How about the ones you don't want but need anyway.

How about those stocking stuffer presents -- the toothbrush, the toothpaste, the underwear?

Will you get those this year?

Funny thing is, sometimes the toothpaste and the underwear sometimes are appreciated more and last longer than the other presents that you thought you wanted.

Ironic, isn't it?

And when will you open your presents?

Tonight?

Tomorrow?

Have you opened some already?

Are there any you never open?

Have you ever gotten a present that you just sat there and never got opened?

What would the sense be in that?

<<<>>>

Well, the truth of it is that  we have a hard time with Christmas in this culture. 

There is a very difficult disconnect this time of year, and especially tonight and tomorrow between the reading of the gospel and the reality of the presents 

What do the presents of Christmas have to do with the story of Christmas?

That's what I want to talk about tonight.

And I want to do it by looking closely at Luke's gospel.

<<<>>>

Luke's version of the Christmas story is the one we really love.

Actually, most often we put Luke's version and Matthew's version together to make sure we get all the characters in,

But if we could only choose one, we would choose Luke's

It's the one we know best.

And if we pay attention to Luke's story, we see that there is a whole lot happening that we miss if we just skip right to the shepherds and the angels.

Luke makes three big points that make all the difference about Christmas.

<<<>>>

First, Luke tells us pretty directly when the birth of Jesus took place.

He places it during the reign of the Emperor Augustus.

Who was a real guy who ruled the Roman empire from a about 27 BCE until his death in 14CE.

But by mentioning Augustus Luke is interested in something more than in the actual year of Jesus' birth.

See, Augustus was a good and well-liked Emperor.

He was such a skilled politician and military leader that he was able to unify the empire and usher in a previously unknown period of peace.

Now, this was not the kind of peace where everybody loves their neighbor,

It was the kind of peace that was maintained at the end of a sword.

Whenever a possible threat would pop up on the edges of the empire, Augustus would send the troops and squash it.

It was a military peace, but it was peace.

In fact, things were so peaceful and orderly during Augustus' rule that there was an expectation that this peace would last forever.

However, in the 50 years or so between the year of Jesus' birth and when Luke wrote his gospel, it, Augustus had died and emperors who followed him were not so successful in keeping the peace.

There was civil unrest and war, .

In 70 CE  the Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed.

And life for folks in that region had gotten much dicer.

No one really knew what to make of all this in Luke's day, but it was becoming increasingly clear that the world in general, and Jews in particular, could no longer depend on a Roman Emperor to keep the peace.

So Luke's first big point is that the Emperor -- the political system --  promised peace, but it was unable to deliver on that promise.

<<<>>>
The second thing Luke gives us is the "where."

Mary and Joseph have picked up and travelled to the city of Bethlehem for the census.

And why Bethlehem?

Because it is the city of their ancestry -- their people.

And why is this important?

Because Bethlehem is the city of the great patriarch and king David.

Remember the promise about David?

God's promise was that David's line would rule forever.

So if there was ever going to be a messiah -- a savior -- that was authorized by God, that savior would have to come from David's line.

Mary and Joseph go to Bethlehem -- and Jesus is born in Bethlehem -- 

And God can be trusted.

God keeps God's promise.
Critical.

And also important in this "where" is the part about the stable.

Luke is clear -- if you think a messiah is coming wearing purple and riding on a horse, think again.

Perhaps that is the king you wanted

Maybe that is the present you are expecting God to give.

But that is not the one you get.

The one you get is from the right family, but a poor family.

Not a powerful army-maker but a peaceful justice-bringer.

Augustus, or Jesus?

Political system, or divine imperative?

Powerful or poor in spirit? Which will save us?

<<<>>>

And, finally, Luke delivers his big point:

God's peace, promised and presented in the person of Jesus, would be the lasting peace the world wanted by could never create on its own.

That is the gift the world received that night.

And that, for me, is the reason we give and receive presents.

Not to remember the gold, frankincense, and myrrh,

But to remember the gift of God -- the giving of God's own self -- 

And the promise of God's own peace.

A far-reaching peace that will last longer and change the world more dramatically than any other gift possibly could.

The peace, as we say, "that passes all understanding."

That is the present that God gave the world.

<<<>>>

But I no sooner say this than I have to admit that we do not yet know such peace.

See, the thing about this gift of God is that we may have received it, but we have yet to open it.

There wasn't lasting peace in Jesus' day, or in Luke's, or anytime before or since.

There is not lasting peace into he world today.

We have the present,

We have the promise,

But not yet the peace itself.

<<<>>>

So -- the great mystery and the enduring question is this:

When will the world open this present?

<<<>>>

Amen
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