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Isaiah 9:2-7
The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness on them light has shined. You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy; they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when dividing plunder. For the yoke of their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have broken as on the day of Midian. For all the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood shall be burned as fuel for the fire. For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time onward and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this. 

Psalm 96
O sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the LORD, all the earth. Sing to the LORD, bless his name; tell of his salvation from day to day. Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all the peoples. For great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised; he is to be revered above all gods. For all the gods of the peoples are idols, but the LORD made the heavens. Honor and majesty are before him; strength and beauty are in his sanctuary. Ascribe to the LORD, O families of the peoples, ascribe to the LORD glory and strength. Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name; bring an offering, and come into his courts. Worship the LORD in holy splendor; tremble before him, all the earth. Say among the nations, "The LORD is king! The world is firmly established; it shall never be moved. He will judge the peoples with equity.  Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice; let the sea roar, and all that fills it.  Let the field exult, and everything in it. Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy before the LORD; for he is coming, for he is coming to judge the earth. He will judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples with his truth. 

Titus 2:11-14
For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly,
 while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. He it is who gave himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for good deeds. 

Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
2:1 In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.
2:2 This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria.
2:3 All went to their own towns to be registered.
2:4 Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David.
2:5 He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child.
2:6 While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child.
2:7 And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.
2:8 In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night.
2:9 Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.
2:10 But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for see--I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people:
2:11 to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.
2:12 This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger."
2:13 And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,
2:14 "Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!"
2:15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us."
2:16 So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger.
2:17 When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child;
2:18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them.
2:19 But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart.
2:20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.
SERMON

Ernest Hemingway was once prodded to compose a complete story in just six words.  The result, which he considered the best prose he had ever written, reads as follows: “For sale:  baby shoes, never used.”  The rediscovery of this inspired Hemingway tale has spawned an abundance of similar challenges, from Newsweek to National Public Radio to the Harvard Business Review.  (None of which, to my mind, matches what Hemingway wrote.  But I give plenty of credit for trying!)

All this interest in six-word stories has served to remind me that narrative is elemental to our humanity.  For only six words to offer a complete, rich, and satisfying dramatic experience testifies to the way stories are integral to who we are and how we function.  If you are human, you are a storyteller, in one manner or another; and you are a story-listener:  for the most part, people resonate with a good story.  One might even say that human beings are, fundamentally, walking stories.  And stories may even be constitutive of the cosmos.  Some of you know how I like to quote the rabbi who said, “The universe is not made up of atoms, it is made up of stories.”

Like any good story, “For sale:  baby shoes, never used” is both “all there” in its completeness, and yet it stimulates our curiosity to know more.  Hearing these six words stirs us to ask, Who is involved?  Why were the shoes never used?  What was the circumstance?  How did it come about?  What happened?

Some years before Hemingway, another inspired storyteller captured a grand drama in just a few words.  In the First Century AD, the Evangelist Luke wrote this brief tale: “Unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”  In these 18 words the story is complete.  And yet we long to know more.  What is the circumstance of this tale?  Who is this Savior?  What is the significance of this birth, and unto whom is it promised?  What is going on here?  It is a story that we’d like to have played-out for us, especially because it carries the hint that its “unto you” is a direct address.  Indeed, this is not only a good story that pulls us into its drama, but it carries the notion that it may be our story to begin with, that we are the ones to whom this Savior is born! 

Therefore, tonight, I’d like to consider this story—as our story—in its six phrasings:

1. Unto you

2. Is born

3. This day

4. In the city of David

5. A Savior

6. Who is Christ the Lord.

1)  Unto you…

What does it mean to be addressed with the words “unto you?”

The most dramatic “unto you” story in the Bible is arguably the parable that the prophet Nathan tells King David.  Here’s the circumstance.  David has become full of himself as a king whose power and prominence is growing.  It comes to pass that he desires the wife of another man and he follows through on his desire.  (He is King, after all; therefore he deserves to get whatever he wants!)  He secretly takes her; she becomes pregnant.  To cover up his indiscretion, the King sends her husband to the front lines of the battlefield to be killed, freeing the woman to become one of the his wives with no one the wiser.  Or so David thinks.  Shortly thereafter, the prophet Nathan requests a meeting with the King.  Nathan begins the meeting by telling David this story:  “There were two men in a certain city, the one rich and the other poor. The rich man had very many flocks and herds; but the poor man had nothing but one little ewe lamb, which he had bought. He brought it up, and it grew up with him and with his children; it used to eat of his meager fare, and drink from his cup, and lie in his bosom, and it was like a daughter to him. Now there came a traveler to the rich man, and he was loath to take one of his own flock or herd to prepare for the wayfarer who had come to him, but he took the poor man’s lamb, and prepared that for the guest who had come to him.” When David heard this, his anger was greatly kindled against the man. He bellowed to Nathan, “As the Lord lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.” 
Nathan said to David, “You are the man!”  

Similarly, dear friends, you are the men, the women, the children of Luke’s story.  Yes, we are the ones unto whom a Savior is born, the ones in need of a Savior without a doubt.  The prophetic tradition on which Luke’s brief tale is founded describes our very lives.  When Isaiah says, “The people who have walked in darkness have seen a great light,” he is talking about us.  We live in a world of darkness, a fallen world.  There are wars and rumors of wars, pestilence, famine, poverty, crime, and natural disasters.  In our world today there are about 30 wars raging; of the 6.7 billion people on our planet, over 1 billion are hungry and 16,000 who are children die each day from hunger-related causes; half a million people per year in the United States die from cancer alone; 200,000 people worldwide were murdered last year; there were 126 natural disasters in 2009, from earthquakes to floods to hurricanes to landslides to volcano eruptions; our planet’s overall climate is changing, threatening all of life.  On top of this, we know suffering in our families and communities as we lose jobs and see businesses close; as spouses divorce and children go wayward; as we continue to live with lies and gossip and betrayal and disrespect.  The people who live in darkness—undeniably, that’s us—have seen a great light.  Yes, we have seen it, too.

2)  For unto us is born…the source of that light…  

So what does this mean?  Born?
This past week a Facebook friend from Fort Wayne reported the birth of a second child into his family.  As you may know, Facebook allows a person to use the Internet to post brief updates of events and opinions for others to see.  Ben had been posting regularly, all week long, sharing his enthusiasm as his wife went into labor, as the labor progressed, as they welcomed a new life into the world at 8.0 lbs and 21 inches; and as they came home from the hospital, at which time he wrote, “Ben is home with a wife and two sons.  Let the mayhem begin.”  Following that post,  we began to read not so much about mayhem as exhaustion, reminding me of the Chinese proverb that was shared with us when our second child was born:  “One is none, two is ten.”  When a life “is born” unto you, the whole system is disrupted and must adjust as it seeks a new normal.

So how has this life--born unto you--disrupted your life, dear friends?  And what major adjustments are you attempting to make as you seek a new normal?

3)  This day…

Indeed, how is this birth throwing a wrench into things right now, this day?  For, like any natural birth, the timing is out of our control:  babies are born, ready or not.  But here it is:  unto you is born this day, dear people; it is happening right now.  Our lovely gathering this evening, with harp and organ and voices, with familiar carols and warm candlelight and the scent of pine, is not “the thing,” but rather points to the thing, which is the blessed-and-burdensome disruption of our lives by that which is born unto us this day.  A new life has appeared and it is demanding your life—that’s what happens when one is born unto you.  We are enthused, we are exhausted.  We are delighted, we are defeated.  God has been born into our midst:  now what are we going to do?  In terms of feel, it’s not unlike the time when I was about eleven years old and a police car showed up in the driveway of our home, the police man asking for me.  (Someday I’ll tell you that story!)  At that moment, my life (my world!) was disrupted; I was confronted with the unavoidable what now?  Here it is, this day, right now.

And right here.

4)  In the city of David…

Why here?  Because this is the place where it matters most.  The significance of the city of David for the first hearers of Luke’s story is two-fold:  first, “the city of David” means Bethlehem, the city just outside of which the shepherds were watching their flocks by night.  In other words, “the city of David” means right here.  This unto-you-birth is happening locally, within reach… not in some distant land, in some palace, in some temple.  And second, it means that this grand drama is unfolding as a promise being fulfilled.  According to the prophecy, the Promised One was to be “of the house and lineage of David.”  Wonder of wonders:  it just so happened that everyone in Bethlehem at that moment was a descendent of David, forced to be there by law in order to register with the government!  This is a long-awaited fulfillment; the “hopes and fears of all the years” are indeed met in this birth tonight, in the city of David.  The one born unto us, right here, right now, is the light shining in the darkness…

5)  …is [the] Savior…

In the spring of 2003, I planted two acres of gardens.  Seeds sprouted and green plants formed straight rows in beautiful soil.  But then:  near the July 4 holiday, we had over 8” of rain in less than two days.  My gardens flooded; three-quarters of the plants were under water with no signs that it would recede quickly.  I had already sold these soon-to-be-ruined vegetables as “shares of the harvest.”  I was facing disaster with no hope of rescue.

But then:  on a Sunday afternoon, a day after the deluge, I received a phone call.  “Just drove by your place and saw the flooded gardens,” the voice said.  “We’ll be over shortly with a large pump and begin pumping the water off so that you might save some of the crop.”  I was dumbstruck.  Undeserved, out-of-the-blue, purely by grace, I’d just been addressed by a savior (of sorts).

Similarly, so have you been addressed by a Savior, dear friends.  In your world of darkness, your fallen world of wars and famine and pestilence and betrayal and loss, the voice has come, to offer rescue and hope.  Unto you has spoken the voice of your Savior…

6)  Who is Christ the Lord!

Who is the Messiah.  Who is the King of kings.  Who is the Lord of Lords.  Who is Wonderful Counselor.  Mighty God.  Everlasting Father.  Prince of Peace.  The Word Incarnate.  Who is the Word of God Made Flesh.

This past week we received a Christmas letter from an old friend, who was one of the counselors that worked with us on the staff of the Bible Camp we directed in 1996.  Included was a poem she had written about this Word made flesh:

I’m speechless.

Words stir around inside my brain

Frozen,

Suspended on my tongue,

Longing to be released.

Maybe if I sigh

Words will wrap themselves

Around that skeleton,

And you’ll understand the meaning

I can’t seem to express.

It could be summed up,

This feeling,

In a single word I’m sure.

But why is it so hard 

To choose the right one?

Did YOU struggle to find 

the perfect word?

Did YOU wonder which one

Would communicate your heart,

Your thoughts,

To a world in need?

You chose one word,

Poignant, brief.

Jesus.

He became your word incarnate.

He was a Word of hope

And healing,

One of love,

Forgiveness,

A Word of redemption.

Who knew

That a single word,

The one YOU chose,

Could mean

So much?

So here I sit

In amazement

And silence

Waiting to find the perfect word

To thank you.

The perfect Word is Jesus, whose name means “Savior,” who is the Promised Christ, who is the Lord, who is born unto us this day, who is the Word made flesh.  

And the perfect word-made-flesh in response is Thank-You, the thank-you that is expressed in our lives, this day, right here, locally, in our families disrupted by Christmas love, in our communities dark but glimpsing the light shining therein. 

 The Word is Jesus, the word is thank you, and this is the Christmas story.  The story that makes up our lives; the story that makes up the whole universe.  

Fewer even than six words, this story.  

One word.  

Complete.  The promise fulfilled.

And longing for more.  The promise unfolding.

The Christmas story:

Jesus.

Thank you.

Amen.
