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Imagine for a moment that there were no Christmas. Picture, if you can, what it would be like to cycle through December each year and glide right past the 25th as if it were any other day. 

Imagine: no Christmas. I don’t mean in an Ebenezer Scrooge-bah-humbug-kind of way, where a cruel spirit simply refuses to participate. I mean: imagine if there were no Christmas at all – nothing ever to have prompted Charles Dickens to write his “Christmas Carol.” 

No Christmas.

That may sound hard for the younger ones in our midst who have been waiting for this season with great anticipation; even some of us older types would find it challenging. 

No carols. No nativities. No story of Bethlehem. No innkeeper letting a young couple bed down in the manger among the animals. Imagine: no shepherds “out in the fields keeping watch over their flocks by night.”

No heavenly host singing, “Glory to God in the highest.”

Oh, there would be some benefits, of course: no schmaltzy Christmas music everywhere. No frantic last-minute shopping. No overspending on gifts people don’t need. No guilt. No loneliness. No bad memories of Christmas past. Maybe it would not be so hard after all!

Then again, think of it: no Christmas pageant, no bright star in Bethlehem’s dark sky, no wise men from the east, no gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  

No Holidazzle, no Bing Crosby singing “White Christmas,” no Santa, no Salvation Army bell-ringers, no wreaths on the door, no tinsel, no tree. 

No Advent. No slow build up over the weeks of December to the grand celebration of the birth. 

No Silent night, holy night. No Mary. No Joseph. No babe “wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.” No joy to the world. 

The year without Christmas. History without Christmas. A world without Christmas.

I’m not proposing that we do away with Jesus in this exercise of our imagination. But we don’t need Christmas to have Jesus; after all, two of the four gospels say nothing at all about the birth, choosing instead to focus on the life and death of Jesus. Neither Mark, which scholars say is the earliest gospel, nor John, the last one written, refers to Mary or Joseph or Bethlehem. The way they see it, there were no angels harking their heralds and no celestial signs in the night. Jesus simply appears on the scene full blown. We could, I suppose, do Jesus that way.

Do we need to pass through Bethlehem with the shepherds to “see this thing that has happened” in order to get to Jesus? How much do we depend on Christmas – and all it conjures up in our hearts and minds and memories – to bring us to trust in Jesus? Can we be satisfied in our faith with only the rest of the story?

In other words, what difference does Christmas make? 
Forcing myself to wonder what it would be like without Christmas stirred something in me about the power of the story. I would be fine with doing away with the layers of consumerism that smother the scriptural account. I would, in fact, be delighted if retailers did not latch onto this biblical narrative and make it into an extended merchandizing moment. And as of yesterday I would even be willing to let go of Bing Crosby’s crooning about a white Christmas. Who needs him?  

But I’m not willing to give up the story of the birth. Something in it sets a direction for the life of Jesus, a trajectory for our lives and for our faith that is rooted in ancient hope. The details most likely did not play out precisely as we imagine – Was it really in Bethlehem? Was there actually a star? Were there angels? And shepherds? And wise men? But as with any powerful story the truth in it does not depend on exactitude. That there was, simply, a birth of one who would be called Emmanuel – God with us – is enough.

What difference does Christmas make? The chief virtue of Christmas – aside from giving us the birth narrative itself – may be that it connects us to the imagination of the prophets of old. The two gospels that do speak about the birth of Jesus, Matthew and Luke, both take great care to link the story of the birth to prophecies about the coming of the Messiah. The birth does not happen in a vacuum; it is the fulfillment of ancient hope. The Christmas story reminds us that we did not invent Jesus.

“The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad,” Isaiah says, “the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing.”

The heavenly host above the shepherds keeping watch over their flocks in that hardscrabble wilderness outside Bethlehem – those angels are the desert rejoicing. 

In the vision of the prophet there will come a day when all the earth will find itself in harmony:
“The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them.”

The prophet imagines that one day all creation will bear the imprint of God’s peaceable kingdom, and will be led by a little child. A little child.

“Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,” Isaiah says, “and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert.”

It is a compelling vision – and Christmas, more than the life and ministry of Jesus and certainly more than his death, Christmas connects us to that dream:

“The cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.  The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder's den.”

In his poetry Isaiah imagines what will happen at the dawn of the age of the Messiah. That vision fuels the hope of Christmas:

“They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain,” God says through the prophet. “For the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”

What difference does Christmas make? It offers us a whole new way to imagine how we shall live. It gives us an image of all Creation coming into balance. 

“Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.”
Mary picks up same theme in her Magnificat. She, too, imagines a great return to balance. Those who are high, she sings, will be brought down. Those who are low will be raised up. The hungry will be fed; those who have enough already will not receive more. 

The Christmas hope is that all the earth would be brought into a holy equilibrium, where the extremes are softened and the center holds. 

If Christmas were a song it would be full of rich harmony and joyful sound – and, of course, it is a song: the carols of the season reflect the dream of old, now fulfilled in the birth of Jesus.


“For lo, the days are hastening on,


By prophet bards foretold,


When with the ever circling years 


Comes round the age of gold;


When peace shall over all the earth


Its ancient splendors fling,


And the whole world give back the song


Which now the angels sing.”

(It Came Upon the Midnight Clear, vs. 4; Edmund Hamilton Sears, 1849)

Our world today could use an even-ing out of rough places, a coming together of polarized parties, a setting aside of weapons of war, a returning to balance in creation, a shrinking of disparities, where so few have so much and so many, so little. 

You and I ourselves could also use some of the equilibrium promised by the prophets. So often our lives feel out of balance, with misplaced priorities and overbooked days and relationships running on empty. Ironically, life seems especially out of balance in this season, when all the earth – including us – should be coming back into equilibrium.  

In the rhythm of our religion, we need the cadence of Christmas. We find hope in the story of a little child, a humble king, a prince of peace, called Emmanuel, God with us. The narrative of our faith begins with blossoms in the desert and continues through the song of angels as the whole creation rejoices at the coming of peace and goodwill toward all.

We may need to do away with Christmas – at least for a moment – in order to rediscover its power. We might need to remove Christmas from the cultural dross it has accumulated in order to recover it. 

What difference does Christmas make?
Christmas makes all the difference in the world. 

It is up to those of us who inhabit this holy season to reclaim it as the start of something altogether new on this earth and in our lives.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.

Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
Prayers of the People - Douglas Mitchell – 8:30 Worship Service

Gracious God, who makes the wilderness and the dry land glad and causes the desert to rejoice and blossom abundantly with joy and singing, who gives healing in community, who raises the dead and sends good news to the poor, give each of us the wisdom to see your purpose, the openness to hear your will and the courage to follow that will in our lives.  Help us to live with joy, following the leading of the little child into your peaceable kingdom.

Holy one, in this season of waiting and preparation, send your Spirit into our lives so we may prepare the way for Christ who is coming in power and glory to establish his realm of peace and justice.  In this time of war, violence and oppression across your world, lead each of us to work to establish your peace, which can grow only if justice is its soil. We pray for our friends in the United Presbyterian Church of Brazil which has a congregation in the middle of the violent battles between the Brazilian national police and narco-trafficers in the slum of Vila Crezeiro in Rio de Janeiro.  Keep them safe and lead us all home, O God, to your realm of joy lived out in peace.  Help us to live into the vision that your people shall not hurt or destroy on all God’s holy realm.

Give us strength O God to hear the voices of Isaiah and of Mary calling us to live for the sake of others, to make justice and righteousness real in this world so that the poor might be lifted up and the hungry filled with good things, so that the weak might become strong and those with fearful hearts might become brave in following the ways of the Lord.

In your realm we know that there will be everlasting joy upon every head; all will obtain joy and gladness; sorrow and sighing shall flee away. As we prepare for your coming, O God, let the fire of your Spirit purge us of greed and deceit, so that purified, we may find our peace in you and you may delight in us.  We ask all this through him whose coming is certain, whose day draws near, your Son, Jesus the Christ.

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.  We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery….

Hear our prayers, God of grace, as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us, Our Father…
“What Difference Does Christmas Make?


Isaiah 11:1-9; Isaiah 35:1-10; Micah 5:2-5a; Luke 1:46-55
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