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[bookmark: _Hlk191395563]“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (2 Corinthians 1:2, NRSVUE) (2) Amen.
Welcome to all of you out there in the pews and on the conference call, we are blessed and better because you are here. Thank you for joining us following the completion of Advent. What a journey it was as we lit a new candle together each week and explored the themes of Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love. Thank you for joining us tonight as we have lit our fifth and final candle on our Advent Wreath. That Christ Candle is shining ever so bright right there in the very middle. Thank you for joining us for this most joyous occasion. Now we have the opportunity to rejoice together as we have finally arrived at Christmas, and the celebration of the birth of Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ!
I will inform you that these past two consecutive Sundays have been rather interesting, as I had the opportunity of teaching our young folks in their Confirmation Classes. Yes, my wife, Heather, somehow trusted me as she took some much-needed time away and enjoyed some fun time and places with friends and family. That is only because she left Bonnie by my side to keep an eye on me and keep me in line as we dove into “The Birth of Jesus” in our “Here We Stand” Curriculum. While doing so we spent time together reading, exploring our Bibles and the Catechism, talking, playing out a skit, doing worksheets, learning and relearning some things, and even exploring… “I’ve heard this story many times. … What else can I learn from it?” And you know what, that really got me to thinking ahead about our time right here together during our Christmas Eve Service. As that statement and question carried us through those two weeks, it also led me to challenging our young folks to think about two more questions. And they were… How have you come to Christmas this year? … How have you arrived at the manger?
So, now it’s our turn. I pose those very same class focuses and questions back on all of us. I know for certain that we all have heard this story a time or two, or even several times over the course of our church lives. Yet we need to slow down and take a look at things just a little bit differently, and maybe even with a fresh set of eyes. We also need to listen in with a fresh set of ears, and that is so that we can ensure we catch something else that just might be completely extraordinary in the process. In doing so we may also better come to grips with who we are this year as compared to last year, and how we have actually arrived at the manger this year as well.
With all that being said, I am going to push all of us just a little bit more. I am going to encourage us to explore a few more questions, and even some contrasting perspectives. So, let me ask all of us gathered here in this space and out there on the conference call… Are you indeed happy… or are you hurting or grieving the loss of someone or something special? Are you actually celebrating… or are you sitting here somewhat reluctant or frustrated and questioning why the heck you are even here? Are you leaning into the joy and wonder of Christmas… or are you just hoping that I end this sermon and move along so that you can get back home or go do something more exciting? Are you feeling blessed… or are you feeling as if you are cursed or being beaten up by the world and all that is going on these days? Are you thinking this Christmas is one for the books and the memories… or is it one that you wish you could quite frankly forget and get on past as quickly as possible? Are you arriving at Christmas… at this very manger… upbeat and excited… or are you feeling as if you are an outcast and lonely just like this very family did for a time being because there simply was no room for them?
Now, I would be willing to bet, especially by the look on some of your faces, that you did not expect me to throw that barrage of questions at you. I know you are even probably wondering where exactly I might be going with all of this. However, let me tell you, I would be blind or even ignorant to avoid all of these mixed emotions on any day, but especially on Christmas Eve. For this is precisely the world that we live in; these are real scenarios and feelings that we all have or have had, and these are indeed the spaces we are in or have occupied over the course of the years that we have joined together with our church family, loved ones, neighbors, and even people we do not know.
Tonight, I do indeed feel that it is my job, and even my responsibility, to help you identify the Need for why you even stepped into this worship space, and to also leave you with an Image as you head back out there into the world, and finally to remind you of the very Mission that we have all been called to as baptized believers, or even the Mission that those of you who were invited here are pondering and are exploring as you consider what all this church and faith stuff has to do in your lives. 
Now, I may have admittedly dug myself a very large hole here, or I may have even opened a world of thought and possibility for you that you just did not expect before entering this space. No matter which one, or even both, it is my job to put some more proverbial meat and potatoes out there for all of us before we close things off together in this sermon.
So, let’s start with the basics. We read and heard in this Christmas story, that we visit each and every year, that there is a need to be registered, as the government expected it. This is also to establish a history and lineage so that we don’t just have some made up story written in a book. There is definitely a child born following a very lengthy travel. There of course is no space in any guest room, or even anywhere in town for that fact, because most places are filled with so many other people registering as well. However, this family had the very privilege of still having some kind of roof over their heads, and they even had some built-in safety as they were in that manger. That baby was still wrapped in bands of cloth; and it was protected and comfortable as it was laid down in a feeding trough. This Bread of Life, this baby was of course no ordinary baby, and what is even more cool, or even more peculiar and awkward, is that the shepherds were actually the first ones to truly be told that. No… not some high and mighty folks, but the most common of common, or even the most lowly of low. They were blessed by a visit from an angel with this good news, and things were even further confirmed by this angel’s accompanying chorus. I applaud these shepherds too, for they exhibited trust and not fear, and they actually went out into the world to find this family and this not so ordinary baby boy in the manger. When they arrived it even says that Mary treasured their very presence and the reason as to why they came. Lastly, what I find even more awesome is that the shepherds did not keep this to themselves, for they went away rejoicing and praising God.
Alright… there you have it!!! There is our brief summary following that Sunday School lesson and that barrage of questions. So, now what about that Need, Image, and Mission you talked about a little while ago Vicar Vince? Well, our Need is the very same as it was for those shepherds way back then. We Need to hear about this child that has been born unto us, that has come down to us, because we need the story to be real so that we can share it with others. We are blessed to have the only true God that came “into the world as a guest with good news for all people—even those with no places to lay their heads.” (1) Let alone the fact that he was not only born, but he died, and was risen so that he could offer us the never-ending gift of Grace. Jesus was indeed the most perfect and awesome gift! Our Image is the one that we live into each and every single day. Our Image is you and I, as we were magnificently and wonderfully created in the very image and likeness of our God. So, we have the opportunity to go out there into the world precisely as Martin Luther put it, and we have the very opportunity to be “little Christs” to one another. We get to care for and love one another just as Jesus Christ did and taught us to do. So, that is indeed something to remember as we look in the mirror at ourselves moving forward. Lastly, our Mission is plain and simple, yet complex and even sometimes frustrating. Our Mission, should we choose to accept it, is to give everything up to God, because without God we would have and be nothing. We do not need to carry any more burdens, or even live with some false sense of pride. We do not even need to build or carry some type of list. We need to just simply rejoice and praise God by following the very example of these shepherds. I know that is much easier said than done of course, especially after all that I have shared and put on your minds tonight. However, if we truly have a God that was so willing to come down to us in the most humble and simplest of forms, then we truly need to be thankful and celebrate as we come to realize that God is with us at all times and all places, is right alongside of us in the good and the bad moments, and loves us day in and day out no matter what. Merry Christmas and Thanks be to God for that!
Amen.








Luke 2:1-14 [15-20]
God’s greatest gift comes as a baby in a manger. Angels announce the “good news of great joy” and proclaim God’s blessing of peace.

1 In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered. 2 This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3 All went to their own towns to be registered. 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. 5 He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. 6 While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 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 in the guest room.

8 Now in that same region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 9 Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 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: 11 to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,
 14 “Glory to God in the highest heaven,
  and on earth peace among those whom 
       he favors!”

[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.” 16 So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph and the child lying in the manger. 17 When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them, 19 and Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, just as it had been told them.]
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