
 
 

 

CHRISTMAS 2022 

Some years ago, I remember seeing my niece, who at the time 

was too young to speak, in her room standing on a book. She 

was jumping up and down and putting one foot down after the 

other over the book. Just then her older brother came by and I 

asked him, "Joey, do you know what Julianna is doing?" "I’m not 

sure Uncle John, that's her favorite story and maybe she is trying 

to get into the story by jumping into the book." 

That family scene prompts me to ask a few questions: What is 

the story that brings us together today? Is it your favorite story? 

And have we tried to get into that story? Jump into that story? 

 

Indeed, you are already familiar with story; probably you 

recognized it the moment the first words were read. Even if you 

are rarely able to come to church, you likely know the story. 

You!ve heard some of it on a program that has appeared on 

television regularly since 1965: A Charlie Brown Christmas. Many 

of us can almost hear Linus"!quavering voice as the story is read.  

             



 
 

 

The story is so lovely, so familiar, so evocative that there!s 

nothing we can add to it. It!s a simple story, and we know it well.  

Joseph and Mary are without a place to stay, so the baby Jesus is 

born in a stable. An angel announces the good news to some 

shepherds who are watching over their flocks in a nearby field, 

and suddenly an angel chorus sings, #Glory to God in the highest 

heaven, and on earth peace among those whom God favors.” 

Then the shepherds go to see the child. What more is there to 

say? 

 

Well, here!s my question. Why the shepherds? Why did they 

get an angelic invitation, so that they were the very first persons 

on the planet — aside from Joseph and Mary — to see the Son of 

God come to earth? If you take the story seriously, you wonder 

what was in the mind of God to make this particular selection.             

 

Here!s what I mean: Think of the other persons who saw the 

infant Jesus — the only other persons whom the biblical record 

includes as those who saw Jesus in the season of his birth.  



 
 

 

$ There were the wise men. They came looking for Jesus 

because through their research, they had come to believe that 

there was to be a new King of the Jews. So they were looking 

for Jesus.  

$ On the day when the infant Jesus was brought to the temple for 

a special ceremony, two people were there to worship him. One 

was a man named Simeon, who had waited for years to see the 

Messiah. God had promised Simeon that he would not die until 

he saw the Messiah. When he saw Jesus, he told God that now 

he was ready to die, because he had seen God!s salvation.  

$ Then there was a woman named Anna, a very remarkable 

woman. The Bible says that she was a prophet, and that she 

had been in the temple night and day for scores of years 

because she was a person who hoped to see God!s redemption. 

When she saw Jesus, Anna #began to praise God and to speak 

about Jesus to everyone who was looking forward to the 

redemption of Jerusalem.” 

             



 
 

 

Do you see a pattern in these persons — the wise men, 

Simeon and Anna? All of them were “looking” for Jesus. They 

were different from one another in many ways, but this is what 

they had in common, that they were on the search for God!s 

visitation. Thus, there!s some logic in the wise men and Simeon 

and Anna being in the Christmas story. They were persons 

who were looking for God. They were seekers. You might 

expect God to honor their earnest longings.  

But why the shepherds? 

$ Someone might answer that this is God!s business, not ours, 

and that if God wants to visit shepherds on a Bethlehem 

hillside, that!s God!s choice and we needn!t worry ourselves 

about it — just have faith that God knows what he!s doing. 

$ Perhaps there!s someone in our gathering today who has a 

realistic sense of humor. #This is easy,” this person explains. #In 

that ancient world of no electricity, where people went to bed as 

darkness settled in, there were only a few persons who worked 

the night shift — shepherds. So it!s an easy process of 



 
 

 

elimination. The angels came to the only people who were 

awake at that hour. Nothing mysterious about it at all.”              

$ Now someone comes up with another suggestion. Here!s their 

idea: Perhaps these shepherds were also seekers. Although 

common folk, they were nevertheless spiritually sensitive. 

They may have been simple shepherds, but that doesn!t mean 

that they were without heart or spiritual longing. Sometimes the 

most spiritually sensitive people are those who have little 

education but great inner perceptiveness. You!ve probably 

known people like that, and perhaps marveled at them.  

 

Blaise Pascal, a great scientist-philosopher from an earlier 

generation, said that there is a God-shaped vacuum in every 

person, a void that only God can fill, and that something in us — 

all of us — longs for God. Therefore, we shouldn!t write off these 

shepherds with the adjective #simple”; in their spiritual longing, 

they could have been as profound as any philosopher who 

haunts the library stacks. Nevertheless, if this were the case — 

that the shepherds were really seekers — the Bible would hint at 



 
 

 

it in some way, just as it told us enough about the wise men, 

Simeon and Anna that we realized that they were seekers. 

 

So, why the Shepherds? 

 

Let's think of the words of the prophet Isaiah, in a passage of 

scripture that is also so much a part of this season. It begins like 

this: #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.” That is, God!s Messiah, Jesus the 

Christ, would come to the people in darkness — the people who 

needed him. Which is to say, the whole human race. Not just 

wise men or scholars, not just admirable seekers like Simeon and 

Anna, but all the needy, all those who cope with darkness. 

And think also of the great words in the Gospel of John: #For God 

so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that 

everyone who believes in him may not perish but may 

have eternal life.” Again, not just wise men, not just #naturally 

religious people” and not even just people who are consciously 



 
 

 

seeking, but everyone — whosoever, as the King James Version 

words it.  

 

So why the shepherds? Here it is: Shepherds strike me as 

#whosoever” people, folks who walked in darkness, like all of 

us, and who are special because they represent everybody and 

anybody. They belong to the mass of people who finally find 

their way to God. They find it not because of their qualifications 

but because of God!s grace. God’s Grace! 

             

#That!s amazing!” You might say. You!re absolutely right: That!s 

amazing. Amazing grace. The Christmas story is one of God's 

amazing grace shown through His son, Jesus. And the 

shepherds were the first to hear it.  

 

Perhaps you've heard that when a cross section of the population 

votes on their favorite religious song, #Amazing Grace” keeps 

winning. I think the shepherds would buy that.  



 
 

 

I don!t want to tinker with this beloved hymn, but perhaps we can 

add a verse of our own:  

  

Amazing grace, that shepherds — common — 

Should be the first to hear; 

And on the hillside got the summons, 

To find God!s Savior — near. 

 

That!s not great poetry, but you get the idea. God’s love for us 

does not, and never will, depend upon us. It is completely free 

love! Christmas cannot be explained any other way: it is purely 

grace! The gift is completely free, unearned by any of us, pure 

grace. As St. Paul tell us is, the grace of God has appeared. So 

when you!re singing Christmas carols, include #Amazing Grace,” 

and think of the shepherds — and of yourself.  

  

My friends, the Christmas story isn't just for Christmas; it's for 

every day. The story of God's love is at the core of who we are.  



 
 

 

We find our identity in that story. We are men and women who 

are so loved by God  that his only Son came to live among us to 

save us from sin and bring us to eternal life. 

Each day we need to recall this story and form our lives around 

it. When we are afraid, discouraged, tempted or just numb from 

our burdens, this story should speak to us. It is not, fiction, it's 

real and was written for us. Why did God become a human 

being? God wanted to show both who he is and who we are. God 

did not only want to show it, but to model and live it bodily. God 

wanted to bring the warmth of divine love into our world that had 

turned tired and cold. God wanted to break the ice between 

himself and us, and between us and our fellow human beings. 

Christmas is the triumph of grace, compassion, and love. They 

shine forth as light from the face of the child in the manger. 

 

It's a story that must be told over and over, not only in words 

but also in deeds. Think how often we meet those who do not 

feel loved, who do not believe in God or are on the brink of 

making a decision that will destroy their lives.  



 
 

 

I am profoundly aware - as I look at the great crowd gathered 

here - that many people feel unwelcome in Church - a place 

where God’s love should be felt more than anywhere else - 

people in second marriages and other relationships that cause 

questions, people who have been through crime or in prison, 

people in addiction, people who feel shame because of what a 

family member has done, people of homosexual orientation. The 

Christmas story reminds us to deal with each other in love 

and compassion.  Just as we take a while to know the full story 

of Jesus, we take a while to know the full story of each person. 

Friends, hear this on the authority of the Christmas Story: The 

church welcomes all! May we welcome all as God does, with 

compassion and love!  

 

Let’s live and share the Christmas story - not one of trees and 

lights, of gifts and glitter, but one about God who loves, 

redeems, forgives and embraces all of us! 

 

Please pray this prayer with me 

 



 
 

 

Lord God, 

You came to give honor to the least, those forgotten, overlooked 

and misjudged. You came to give first place to the last, those left 

behind, misunderstood and undervalued. You came to give a 

warm welcome to the lost, those who are orphaned, abandoned 

and destitute. 

Help us to be your ears to listen to their cries. 

Help us to be your voice speaking out love and acceptance.  

Help us to be your feet walking beside those in need.  

Help us to be your hands to clothe, feed and shelter them.  

You came for the least, the lost and the last in this world.  

Lord, hear our prayer. Amen 

 

The Christmas Story has to be our favorite story, the story 

that joins us together and the story that is inside each of us and 

guides us to eternity. 

 

My friends, whom I love very much and whom I feel so 

privileged to serve as your pastor, last year I was unable 

to be with you at Christmas, because of health issues.  



 
 

 

This year, please know how grateful I am to be with you 

and share the Christmas story with you. I pray that this 

story be with you and your loved ones in a very special 

way this Christmas and throughout the coming year!  

 

I pray that this sacred story always give you:  

His peace in your soul, 

His presence in your heart, 

His power in your life! Merry Christmas! 

 


