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God Descends Into Our Mess to Save Us

INTRODUCTION - Christmas Cards and Christmas Bulletins

If you receive a Christmas card that features a nativity scene, or if you turn to the cover of your bulletin tonight, what do you see?  A very pleasing pastoral scene, right?  Joseph and Mary are wearing robes that look clean and beautiful.  The baby Jesus is probably wrapped in a beautiful blanket and is smiling.  Even the shepherds look clean and on the spiffy side, while the animals lay down and ponder the glorious birth.  It’s a beautiful picture, and it’s quite different from the original scene; it has been severely photo-shopped!

SITUATION - The reality

Mary and Joseph had to travel over the hills of Samaria and Judea - 40 miles - when she was well into her pregnancy.  Oh, and yes - they were engaged, but not married yet.  And they barely get to Bethlehem and she starts going into labor, and they can’t find a place to stay because Augustus had ordered this census.  Innkeepers were slamming doors on them left and right - as we saw in our pageant last Sunday! -  until they finally had a kind soul say, “I’ve got some room in the stable out back.”  That was undoubtedly a smelly, watch-where-you-step kind of place.  Did a local mid-wife have time to arrive?  Maybe yes, maybe no.  Either way, you get the feeling that an anxious Joseph was right there when Jesus decided to arrive, helping in any way he could.  They are away from home... in a stable... and lay their firstborn son in a feeding trough.  And then some strangers show up - some smelly shepherds.  They barge in and start talking about the angel that had stood before them, and the glory of God that lit up the sky, and the message of the Savior and Messiah being born in Bethlehem, and being laid in a manger.  Now on the one hand, this must have been very affirming for Mary and Joseph, after the visions and messages that they had received nine months earlier.  But it didn’t exactly make the birth of Jesus a quiet, bucolic scene.

COMPLICATION - God into the mess...

Part of the message of Christmas is that God shows up to be with us in the midst of our lives. In the midst of Mary’s labor pains, in the midst of the smelly stable, in the midst of the anxiety about where this child would be born, in the midst of the darkness and the uncertain future and in the midst of the blood... God shows up.  God shows up, God provides, and God even sends angels to lowly shepherds to proclaim the “good news of great joy for all the people.” (Luke 2:10)

The same is true for us.  In the midst of our family conflicts and political conflicts and even international conflicts, God shows up.  

In the midst of our illnesses and discouragement... even in the midst of the meanness and violence and hatred of our lives, God keeps showing up - to bring about salvation, healing, and transformation.

And, not to be missed, God’s path is a path of descent.  We tend to be so in love with ascending, and what we associate with that ascending is acquiring fame and fortune and power.  God, who created the heavens and the earth and a myriad of galaxies... the fish and the birds and the insects and the mountains and the rivers and the trees and all the animals... God who made all of that lets go of it, and comes to be born in the most vulnerable way - as a baby.  As Paul put it, Christ Jesus did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, so that he could be born as a human... TO BE WITH US.  (Philippians 2:6-7)

GOOD NEWS

The angel’s words to the shepherds still ring out tonight:  “... I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.  This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” (Luke 2:10-12)

Not in a seamless garment.  Not in an expensive blanket.  No.  In bands of cloth... and lying in the animals’ feeding trough.  And before they knew it, the Holy Family would be fleeing to Egypt, to escape the wrath of Herod.

Yes, God often shows up at the most unexpected time and in the most unexpected places.  God doesn’t always reveal himself to kings or to politicians or to the most educated teachers or church leaders, but rather to open-hearted carpenters and humble, obedient women, to hospitable innkeepers and amazed, worshiping shepherds.

NEW BEHAVIOR - Two lessons for tonight

Here are two take-aways from tonight:

First of all, be on the lookout for God in the messiness of your life.  The prophet Isaiah said this 700 years or so before Jesus was born.  In the wilderness - in the chaos - prepare the way of the Lord. (Isaiah 40:3)  When it doesn’t seem like your relatives will put aside their bruised egos long enough for you to have a peaceful family gathering and celebration for a few hours... when it doesn’t look like people of different faiths will ever stop being suspicious of one another, and are more invested in being right than in being loving... when nations seem to be more interested in building walls and weapons  than in welcoming newcomers... when political leaders don’t seem to believe that any good idea could ever emerge from a different party... when your grandniece gets a stage 4 cancer diagnosis at age 16, and people who are 97 are wondering why they are still alive, and you are trying to make some sense of all of that.... in these messy, chaotic, confusing, and even bloody places - be on the lookout for the healing, saving presence of God.  Because according to the Bible, this is exactly when God shows up.

Second, see if you can be open to the possibility that the path of descent might be your greatest opportunity for growth, transformation, and even discovering joy.  In other words:

· Be looking for as many opportunities to give money away as to spend it on yourself
· Look for opportunities to make your life more simple, not more complicated
· Since research shows that the happiest people are the ones with the most satisfying relationships, make sure that the #1 investment you make is always in people... in love... in friendship
· On a daily basis, take the most important journey of descent that you can every take - the one from your brain to your heart and your gut
· And when suffering comes, do everything you can to embrace it and learn from it - for suffering and love are the two biggest vehicles for transformation that you will ever discover (cf. Richard Rohr)
CONCLUSION

This cover of your bulletin is lovely - beautiful even. Kristy and I choose to print it in color every year because this night... this season of Christmas... deserves it. Just remember that Mary and Joseph were way more scared and exhausted than what is portrayed here, that the shepherds were sporting a certain cologne of sweat, sheep, and campfire that you will never find at Nordstom’s, and that nowhere in this story is there even one mention of a financial transaction.  It was all about the provision of God - in the moment.  And you know what?  That provision was not only sufficient.  That provision was a gift for the healing of the entire world.

Yes, God shows up in the mess - in the chaos, in the confusion, in the conflicts of our lives - often when we are least expecting God to show up.

Let us join in with those lowly, smelly shepherds, and glorify and praise God for all that WE have heard and seen.


