Imagining the God Who Comes to Be with Us:
The Good News Who Comes to Us
Luke 2:1-20

It’s a February morning. Cold, gray, windy, wet. A morning to crawl back in bed, pull up the covers, and wait for something better to happen.
But instead the man is in a doctor’s waiting room. He’s in a state of nonspecific ill health—miserable in body, soul, and mind. He doesn’t know why. So he’s there for the check-up his wife told him to get.


Across from him is an elderly couple, sitting side by side, holding hands. Neat and clean, washed and pressed.
The woman wears a flowery arrangement—holly with red berries and some red poinsettia leaves—in her white hair. Her husband catches the other man’s eye, breaks into a grin, and says, “Merry Christmas!”
On automatic pilot, the man replies, “Merry Christmas.” Then his brain shifts into gear, and he thinks to himself, “What?”

The older man sings softly, “Oh, you better watch out, you better not cry, you better not pout, I’m telling you why: Santa Claus is coming to town.” He finishes the song, chuckles to himself, and again addresses the other man with a cheerful “Merry Christmas!” His wife smiles.


Just then the nurse calls out from behind her desk, “Merry Christmas, Uncle Ed. The doctor will see you now.”
From down the hall, the doctor shouts, “Merry Christmas, Ed! Good to see you.”


The nurse and the older man pass down the hall to an exam room.


Ed’s wife crosses over to sit by the other man. A bit embarrassed, she apologizes, pats him on the knee, and begins to explain:

I hope he didn’t upset you. The doctor says he’s had a minor stroke or two, but in our family we know it’s just that he’s getting old. He’s eighty-eight, and his wiring’s coming loose. Most of the time he’s OK, but every once in a while something a little crazy happens. Like this Christmas thing.
A couple of years ago he shouted down from upstairs something about how he’d forgotten it was Christmas Eve and hadn’t we better get the ornaments out and the packages wrapped. I didn’t know what to think, because it was March. But we didn’t have anything else to do that day, and I thought I might as well humor him. So we spent the morning getting ready for Christmas.
I called the girls—our three grown daughters—and they came over for lunch and helped untangle the lights and wrap some packages. We sang carols and made cookies and had a wonderful time.

When the girls left, he asked me to tell him about Christmas when he was a boy—because he was having a hard time remembering. Now I’ve known this man all my life. He had a terrible childhood. His father was a drunk and ran off with a woman from the drugstore. His mother took sick and stayed home in bed most of the time. Ed never had a Christmas when he was a child. Well, how could I bring all that up again? I just didn’t have the heart.


We’ve been married sixty years. And I’ve never lied to him, ever. But I decided I’d just make up some good memories for him. What harm would it do? So I told him about the year he got a tricycle, and the year there was a wind-up train under the tree, and the year he saw Santa Claus, and the year he got to be in the Christmas pageant at church. It made him very happy—me remembering the Christmas he never had but always wanted.


You know, we never did get around to Christmas that March. Just Christmas Eve. Because, by evening, his mind was back in the present. Christmas Eve and good memories seemed to be enough.


But four months later it happened all over again. I heard him singing carols upstairs one morning, and here came Christmas down the stairs. Again in July. Also in October—instead of Halloween. Twice in December. And now in February.


Every time, he wants me to tell him about his childhood again, and I do. I’m getting so good at lying about how wonderful his Christmas used to be that I half believe it myself. I call the girls each time, and they come over to help out. They’re really into it now. They bring him presents and sing carols and bake cookies. And twice we’ve even gotten as far as putting up a tree.

Just then Ed comes shuffling back up the hall. He and the nurse are finishing off a last chorus of “Jingle Bells.” They both shout, “Merry Christmas!” at the other man, who shouts, “Merry Christmas!” right back at them.


Ed’s wife pats the man’s knee again, smiles, and rises to leave with her husband. He gallantly holds the door open for her, and off they go hand in hand into another day.


Christmas somehow became good news for Ed and his wife. News that allowed them to imagine their lives differently. News that gave them reason to celebrate. News that allowed them to walk hand in hand into another day.

It may be hard for us to imagine how anything as familiar as the Christmas story can be news. Many of us have heard tonight’s reading from Luke so many times that it feels familiar, almost predictable. We know what’s going to happen.
A couple travels to Bethlehem only to find every inn filled. A manger serves as a delivery room. Angel voices flood the sky with joy. Shepherds desert their flocks to search for a baby.

But think about it. There are some things in the story that might make the evening news—or at least one of the tabloids.

A baby born in a cattle stall. It might not be the back seat of a cab, but it sure isn’t a hospital.
And there’s a sky full of angels making an announcement to shepherds. It might be a coin flip as to which is odder—a throng of divine messengers or the delivery of such a message to people who live on the fringe of society.

And then there’s the claim that a boy born in a small town to a blue-collar couple will somehow turn the world upside down, changing things forever. Surely that would make at least one cycle of the news-talk programs.

But maybe the more important—and perhaps more difficult—question is whether we can imagine how the Christmas story can become good news for us. If the story is to make any difference in our lives, perhaps we need to reimagine the good news who comes to us.

There’s a tradition that’s practiced in many Latino homes. Whenever a child leaves the house—whether for ten minutes or for a long trip—the parents give the child a blessing. Those blessings serve to remind the children that God is present with them wherever they go.
Maybe that’s one way to imagine the birth of Jesus. As the good news who comes to us, Jesus is the blessing we receive so we can travel the journeys of our lives, knowing that God goes with us. It’s the blessing that provides us with the ultimate reminder that God is present in our lives.

Tonight we have the chance to stop and reflect on the difference that God’s presence makes in our lives. Sometimes we experience that difference in almost earth-shattering ways. We find the strength to face a tragedy. We discover the power to go on even in the midst of intense loss. We experience a deep sense of direction as we make a difficult decision.

There also are times when we experience the difference of God’s presence in quiet, almost undetectable ways. We receive a word of encouragement at just the right time. We share a special moment with our family. A sense of peace replaces our mounting anxiety.

Tonight perhaps we can reimagine the good news who comes to us. And perhaps that good news will allow us to imagine our lives differently. Perhaps that good news will give us reason to celebrate. Perhaps that good news will allow us to walk hand in hand into another day. Amen.
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