
God with Us: A Christmas Journey

Where All Roads Lead
Luke 2:1-20

Great joy.


Not a little joy. Not the regular amount of joy. But great joy is the good news the divine messenger offers to the shepherds in Luke’s gospel.

And that great joy isn’t just for a chosen few. According to the angel, it’s for everyone.

As I was thinking about this part of tonight’s reading from Luke, I remembered a conversation I had with a friend several years ago. We were discussing a comment someone had made about how disappointing this time of year can be. I was wondering out loud whether something I’d done or said might have contributed to that person’s sense of disappointment.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” my friend said. But then she added, “Of course I don’t really expect much from Christmas. I just can’t buy into all that joy stuff—like some miracle is going to happen and change how I feel just because it’s Christmas.”

Great joy. Maybe it’s a harder sell than the angel expected. But maybe not.

Maybe the Christmas message has something to teach us about how and where to look for joy.

The author John Killinger recalls a time when joy seemed to be missing from his life. He’d given up his position as a university professor to become pastor of a large congregation.

He became so busy with his new work that he hardly had time to notice any joy. One day he realized that he wasn’t enjoying life the way he once had.

He decided to see counselor. On his first visit, he told her that he just didn’t feel joy anymore.

After listening to him, the counselor said, “I want you to do something.”

“What’s that?” Killinger asked.

She said, “I want you to sit down every night and make a list of all the little joys you had during the day but didn’t bother to notice at the time.”

Killinger gave it a try. He usually jotted down ten or twelve or maybe even fifteen things on each list. They were all simple things. A bit of poetry that kept running through his head. The texture of old tree bark. The smile of an elderly church member. The sound of a friend’s voice on long distance. The blossom of a morning glory. A chipmunk scampering on the sidewalk.

He remembers begin amazed that he was having all those little joys and yet hadn’t been seeing or noticing them. Just making the lists helped. Soon he began noticing the joys as they occurred, and before long he was feeling like his old self again.

Killinger noticed something else. He began giving thanks for the joys. He says he felt some kind of connection between those joys and God.

He explains: “That’s because joys inevitably lead us to God. This is what the Bible wants us to see, that God is the center of all joy—which is why the coming of Christ meant ‘great joy.’

“. . . Somehow all of our little joys are caught up in the greater joy of knowing God. . . . It isn’t that they aren’t real in themselves. It’s just that they receive their fullness, their real amplitude, when we see that they’re all somehow connected to God.”

Maybe that’s part of the message of the Christmas story. Maybe it calls us to travel a journey along which we take time to notice the little joys in our lives. And those little joys—those small experiences that speak however quietly to our souls—enable us to travel just a bit farther. And the more we travel, the more we realize that this joy-paved road leads us to God.

And it’s along that journey that we find the great joy that waits for us. For along that journey we discover that while we’ve worried about which road to take or dreaded how hard the trip might be, it’s actually God who’s come to meet us, to be with us.

But I’m still not sure my friend would be convinced. She might still be reluctant to buy into the “miracle” part of this great joy.

It’s easy to focus on a skyful of angels when thinking about the announcement of great joy. It’s that miraculous aspect of the Christmas story that often captures the imagination of composers, painters, poets, and sculptors.

But the same angel that brings the message about great joy points to a different sign. A baby dressed like any other baby and using a feeding trough as a crib. That doesn’t sound quite as miraculous, does it?

Kirk Jones, who teaches at Andover Newton Theological School, contends that the primary contribution Luke makes in telling about the birth of Jesus is his testimony about a “God who works through ordinary people in natural ways that can have supernatural impact.”

One of my favorite preachers—Fred Craddock—puts it this way: “There does not have to be a miracle or an unusual event for God to be at work.”

Maybe that’s another part of the Christmas message. Maybe we don’t have to look or wait for an extraordinary miracle to find the great joy that God promises. Maybe all we need to do is look around us—but with different eyes.

In preparing for this year’s Advent study, I’ve spent quite a bit of time looking at artists’ portrayals of scenes related to Jesus’ birth. It’s been fascinating to see how different artists imagined those scenes. The paintings, sculptures, and other works range from exquisite pieces of fine art to charming creations by folk artists.


Even though I’ve viewed a large number of amazing depictions of the nativity, the one that keeps coming back to me is surprising. It’s not actually a drawing. Instead it’s a scene painted with words. And it’s not actually a description of Jesus’ birth. Instead it’s a story we used on World Communion Sunday. But somehow it speaks to me of the good news of great joy that’s at the center of the Christmas story.


Rachel Naomi Remen was flying back to San Francisco from Florida. She found herself seated in a section of the plane completely taken over by dozens of small boys and their parents who were returning from a national baseball competition for seven-year-olds.


Their team had come in second, and emotions were high. So was the noise level. The kids were over the moon, and even their parents shouted to one another. All the children had bags of fast food: French fries and burgers.


A less-than-happy Rachel was seated next to a very heavy African-American woman with a cranky two-year old. The woman seemed to plan on holding the child on her almost nonexistent lap during the entire flight. This didn’t strike the little boy as a great idea, and he let his mother know it at the top of his voice.

It didn’t strike Rachel as a great idea either. She found a flight attendant and asked if she might change her seat. But there wasn’t another seat on the plane.


When the flight finally took off, dinner was served. It turned out to be an ordeal. A freckled, red-headed kid poured Coke on Rachel and then mumbled, “Sorry, Granny.” At least her seatmate turned her squirming toddler loose, and he disappeared up the aisle.


Since reading or any sort of work would be impossible, Rachel turned to her neighbor and asked about the baseball league. 


The woman told Rachel about the time she spends with the team—the hours of cheering them on, of going door to door to raise money for equipment and travel—and about why she was there now with two of her sons.


In the woman’s neighborhood many boys were dead or locked away by age twenty—victims of drugs or violence. The baseball league was her life insurance for her kids. Rachel looked at her with new respect.


Then the woman asked Rachel about her life. When Rachel began to tell about her work with people with cancer, a sadness filled the woman’s eyes. She told Rachel about her neighbor—a woman like herself, a single mother with four little kids. Six months ago she’d been diagnosed with cancer.


She spoke of her neighbor’s symptoms, her fears, the nightmares that awakened her almost every night. As she unfolded the story, Rachel began to wonder how she knew so many of the intimate details of her neighbor’s life.

So Rachel asked the question. She was stunned by the woman’s response.


When tragedy had struck next door, the woman had simply moved her neighbor and all her children into her own home. They’d been there for the past five months.

Rachel looked at the woman closely. There wasn’t the slightest air of martyrdom or self-congratulation about her, just this natural reaching out to a person in trouble whose life was next to her own.


Soon the woman’s youngest son returned. She held him on her lap again and fed him French fries until he fell asleep.


The lights on the plane were turned down for the movie. M many of the children had fallen asleep, and many of their parents were sleeping too. Rachel took out her book, found some Christmas music on her headset, and began to read.


After a while Rachel glanced over at her seatmate. She too had fallen asleep—her face beautiful and serene, her sleeping baby in her arms. On his head was the gift the fast-food company had given all the children, a paper hat in the shape of a small golden crown.


At that moment, Rachel realized that the act of seeing can transform the person who sees and cause us to see differently for the rest of our lives.


Seeing that ordinary mother far from home holding that ordinary child dressed as a king spoke to Rachel’s soul. And somehow that scene also speaks to my soul. For it reminds me that great joy can be found in the most unexpected and ordinary places if we simply open ourselves to it.


On this Christmas Eve, may we accept the good news that great joy can be ours. And may we trust that whatever road we travel will lead us to God—for God indeed comes to be with us. Amen.


Kathryn Palen


December 24, 2009


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI

PAGE  
4

