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Buried deep beneath the mountainous border of Switzerland and France lies a 17 mile-long tunnel loop in which physicists send protons dashing toward one another at a rate close to the speed of light. The data given off in the resulting smash-ups have yielded a treasure-trove of information. 

Scientists hope those proton collisions will lead eventually to an elusive thing called the Higgs boson, the last unidentified subatomic particle. They’ve been on the trail of the Higgs boson for decades. It’s a Holy Grail of sorts; physicists believe that it holds the secret to the structure of the universe. 

They call it the God particle. Recent news reports suggest that its discovery is near at hand. The scientific world is beside itself with glee, if you can imagine that; finding the Higgs boson would solve puzzles that have long vexed those who wonder about these things.

If we let it, Christmas has a certain Higgs-boson quality to it. What happens in Bethlehem is the theological equivalent of the discovery of the God particle. 

“The glory of the Lord shall be revealed,” Isaiah says, predicting that the elusive mystery of God will one day be uncovered.

“All flesh shall see it together,” the prophet declares. In fact, Isaiah goes on to say, “All the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God.”

Like the scientists working at the Large Hadron Collider in Switzerland, the ancient Hebrews fully expected that one day the riddles of the cosmos would be made known on earth. No one knew exactly where and how and when, but the prophets were absolutely sure they were on to something big. It was only a matter of time.

And tonight the time has come. 
“This will be a sign for you,” the angels say to the shepherds. “You will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.”

It’s earth-shattering news, and it’s good news: the Messiah has been born in Bethlehem. The God particle has been discovered – “and the glory of the Lord shone ‘round about them.”

Our celebration of Christmas is sorely lacking unless it carries a sense of the enormous grandeur of it all. This is no mere religious holiday; this is the revelation of the meaning and purpose of life. “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given... And he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

Those names make clear that Mary’s child is no ordinary babe. The one lying in the manger is the living link to the Creator of the universe. We so easily lose sight of that claim if we reduce Christmas to the frenzied details and the harried preparation and the frantic running about. 

So – let us, tonight, stand down from all of that. 

Let’s take a deep breath. 

Let us silence for a moment the distractions of the world, as we sit in the darkness and watch for the light. 

Let us relish the wonder of this night, for something magnificent has happened.

“Love came down at Christmas,” Christina Rossetti wrote in 1885. 
“Love came down at Christmas,

Love all lovely, love divine; 
Love was born at Christmas 
Star and angels gave the sign.”
The scientific researchers concerned with protons and bosons and subatomic particles are pursuing the building blocks of the material universe. They want to know what holds it all together and they’re determined in their effort to find out.

Those gathered in worship tonight in this sanctuary and in others like it around the world – including physicists and scientists– are on a similar quest, but on the spiritual side of things: we want to know the Source of life. We want to know what happens when the Ultimate becomes particular. We want to know in whom the Mystery is revealed. 

We sense that tonight that One has come close, so close we can hear the Hope that now is born.

Here’s Rossetti again:

“Worship we the Godhead, 

Love Incarnate, Love Divine, 

Worship we our Jesus, 

But wherewith for sacred sign?


Love shall be our token, 

Love shall be yours and love be mine, 

Love to God and all folk, 

Love for plea and gift and sign.

If the question is, What is the heart of Christmas?, surely the answer has to do with love. The heart of Christmas can be found wherever love is known, wherever love is given. That happens when violence ceases and forgiveness is offered, when couples reconcile and families reunite and fractured communities come together. 

Some of you may have read Gail Rosenblum’s column this week in the Star Tribune where she describes several local instances where people have been wronged or injured and even family members killed. In each story, as she tells it, there’s an in-breaking of grace. In one case a state trooper slammed into a car carrying an older couple. The 80-year old farmer who was hit   refused to be angry at the officer. “You go through a lot of knocks in life,” he said, “You got to put up with a lot of things.” 

The trooper met with the couple and apologized – and a little Christmas was spread around… Forgiveness given. Blame withheld. Anger released.

In another instance a young man’s uncle was killed by a hit-and-run driver who later turned himself in. The grieving nephew said he had chosen to forgive the driver, and was “hoping for the best” for him. (“In this Season of Giving, Let’s Also Practice Forgiving,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, December 22, 2001)

Yes, Christmas is dramatic and earth-shattering, but it usually comes in smaller doses. The new Higgs boson data did not come all at once; it has taken over 500 trillion proton collisions to point the way toward the elusive goal. All those little steps light the path… a word of kindness, an act of grace, an unexpected gift. That’s the nature of love.

Where do we need that in our lives? Where are those places you and I harbor anger or unreconciled issues with family members or friends? Where do we need the healing light of this holy night to shine in us? 

Entire communities, whole nations – including our own – can ask the same question: how can we move beyond the stereotyping and animosity, the fear that divides and leads to hostility among neighbors? 

The love that comes down at Christmas has a way of helping us turn things around. We learn to resist the impulse to disparage those with whom we disagree. We recover the capacity to trust those on “the other side.” 

We find the strength to face the pain of grief or the trepidation that accompanies grave illness. We come to see ourselves as people walking not in darkness but in light – or at least as those upon whom the light shines in the darkness and the darkness does not overcome it.

What is the heart of Christmas?

“The young woman shall conceive and bear a son,” the prophet says, “and they shall name him Emmanuel, which means, ‘God is with us.’”

Nothing shows the heart of Christmas more clearly than the name: Emmanuel. God with us. Love begins by being with – we know that in our relationships. Love starts by standing alongside, by sharing the burden. Love doesn’t happen at a distance; God needed to come among us. 

“My work is loving the world,” poet Mary Oliver says, and as she says it she reminds us of our work, as well. “Let me keep my mind on what matters,” she says,   

   “which is my work,


     which is mostly standing still and learning to be



astonished…”

  
     which is mostly rejoicing, since all the ingredients are here,

     which is gratitude, to be given a mind and a heart


  
and these body-clothes,


     a mouth with which to give shouts of joy



to the moth and the wren, to the sleepy dug-up clam,


     telling them all, over and over, how it is



that we live forever.”



(Messenger)

Tonight we need to take our cue from those scientists who are near to discovering how the universe is held together. They can barely contain themselves.

Can we let ourselves be at least a little astonished by the Bethlehem story? For in the child named Emmanuel the secret of all creation has been revealed – and at the heart of it all is the life and light of this one whose “work is loving the world.”

It’s Christmas, and that work is now ours, as well.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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