CHRISTMAS GIFTS:  The Gift of Love
Luke 2:1-7

+++

Introduction

Joseph Damien knew about the gift of love.  He practiced giving it on the Hawaiian Island of Molokai.   It was the 19th Century and he was helping lepers.  That was risky.  That was incarnational.  But that was the gift of love.  Those lepers responded to that love. 

One morning before Damien was to lead the daily worship service, he was pouring some hot water into a cup when the water swirled out and fell onto his bare foot.  It took him a moment to realize that he had not felt any sensation.  Gripped by the sudden fear of what this could mean, he poured more hot water on the same spot.  No feeling whatsoever.  Damien immediately knew what had happened.  As he walked tearfully to deliver his sermon, no one at first noticed the difference in his opening line.  Normally he began every sermon with, “My fellow believers.”  But this morning it was different.  This morning he began by saying, “My fellow lepers.”
That’s love.  That’s incarnational love.  That’s love coming to human depth and becoming a ‘fellow leper.’  

The Christmas story we just read from Luke 2 shows us that incarnational love.  
The gift of love isn’t what we normally think it would be.  This is a sweet time of year.  Music in the malls, snow on trees on Christmas cards, gifts wrapped under sparkling trees.  It’s love.  But what we see in Luke 2:1-7 is a gift of love that is a bit rougher. God in Christ comes to earth, comes to our sorrow, our pain, our lives in the birth of his Son our Savior Jesus. 

Now I want you to watch a spiraling effect here. We can call it a spiral of loving descent. It will begin with a broad area and move slowly but surely to a single item.  We will begin with Caesar and end with a cradle.   This general to the particular has interesting elements to it:

1. It happens in time of politics under an unpopular ruler.  It happens under someone who holds sway over their present and future.  It begins with an empire – the world as they knew it then.
2. It happens in a way of taxation.  Census or register here means one thing:  money in the pockets of the politicians.  Hence it means a busy traveling time from one city to another.
3. It happens to a man with an expectant wife (and he is not the father).  It spirals downward in whispers behind their backs by folks in Nazareth and even in Bethlehem (as we will see).
4. It happens in a place of rejection.  The word ‘inn’ here in the Greek literally means a guest room in a house.  Joseph and Mary probably went to family and they were ‘full up.’  No room for them means rejection by family.  Was it the lack of room or was there an unacceptance of Mary being in the way – pregnant before married?  It makes you wonder.

5. It happens in a painful, bloody birthing process.  In all the agony of human existence. And it concludes in a manger.  Literally a feeding trough.

The gift of love is found in the ordinary reign of politics, of taxation, of travel, shame, unexpected, pain, rejection and poverty.  That is love that will get into the trenches of life with you.  That will cry with you.  That will get dirty with you.  That will suffer with you.  That will experience rejection with you.
And yet as it does this, this Christmas something happens.  God appears.  This cycle of descent is as though God slowly invades His earth and hence, our lives in the birth of the Christ child.  And when that happens love warms the soul on a cold winter’s night.  
Conclusion

It happened years ago on one of those raw December days that make people wish they had shopped in July.  Sue Kidd or Anderson, South Carolina, made her way through snow flaked winds as they whipped through the streets.  Hunched on a sidewalk bench sat an unshaven man.  He wore a threadbare jacket and shoes with no socks.  He had folded a paper bag around his neck to try and keep out the biting wind.  
And then it happened, the gift of spiraling love appeared.  A little girl, maybe 11, maybe 12, walked by with her mother.  She spotted the figure on the bench.  Wrapped around the girl’s neck was a bright red woolen scarf.  She suddenly stopped beside the old man, unwrapped her red scarf and draped it tenderly about his neck.  Then, silently, love’s gift having been left, she simply slipped away.  The old man rubbed the warm wool.  
The gift of love has spiraled down to those of us on the benches of life.  This Christmas feel the wool of that love!

