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Recently I had a conversation with a friend about faith. He began by telling me he thought he was an atheist, but as we talked, it became clear he is more of an agnostic – the difference being that an atheist has decided there is no God, while an agnostic is willing to admit he does not know.   

Frederick Buechner says that some people are agnostic all the time and that all people are agnostic some of the time. 

“What evidence do you have that I can see?” my friend said. “How can you prove to me that God exists?” 

I had let go of such questions when I came to understand that we cannot prove the existence of God any more than we can give evidence of love. But I tried to answer anyway, out of respect for his honesty and courage in asking. It is not easy to say such things to a preacher! 

We talked for a long time in an esoteric, detached, philosophical vein, he parrying my theology with his dogged pragmatism. Finally, it occurred to me – this being the season, after all – to ask if his family celebrates Christmas. “Yes,” he said, “We do. We have a tree and we give gifts and we sing carols. I love it!”

Now I thought I was making progress.

“Do you know the story of the birth of Jesus?” I asked.

“Yes, I think so,” he replied.

“Good,” I said, “Because that story helps me understand what I mean when I talk about God. The birth is a sign indicating the way toward God.”

If Christmas is nothing else, it is at least that: a sign pointing to love greater than any of us.

We believe that sign has a name. Mary gives it to him on a night long ago, in a stable in the little town of Bethlehem. The name is Jesus.

On that same night in a nearby field, a squadron of angels startles some shepherds when they wing their way into the night sky. All that glory terrifies the shepherds at first, but when they calm down and hear the news about a Messiah they look a little dubious. Like my agnostic friend, apparently they want some evidence. The angels are ready for them: “This will be a sign for you,” they say, “You will find a child wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.”

That is all the shepherds want – a sign that points them toward God. I think we would settle for that ourselves – some sign that God’s love has come into the world, some indication that there is reason for hope in a time of despair, something to cling to as we face the uncertainty of this age. 

Signs of Christmas. Like the shepherds of old, we, too, want some evidence that God has, in fact, come among us, that God’s love and justice are at work on this old earth, in spite of the way things are.

The skeptical shepherds go and find the child. They see the sign and then they are off, back to their sheep in the fields. And as they go they praise God and share what they have seen and heard. In the process, they themselves become signs of Christmas.

Often I think we ask too much of Christmas. We get to this moment in the year and expect great things, and are disappointed if we wake up the next day and nothing seems to have changed. But that is how it was for the shepherds; they saw the sign and then went back to work. The difference was that they themselves had become signs pointing toward the love of God.

That may be all we can hope for at Christmas: that we might come to a candlelight service like this, or sing a favorite old carol, or hear the words of the familiar story, or merely pause in wonder at the idea of it all – and then find that we are taking on a bit of the light ourselves. 

We know that Christmas has come, that incarnation has happened, when we see it in ourselves and in others. We cannot love God, whom we cannot see, if we cannot love those whom we can see. (Paraphrased from Mark Galli, Beyond Smells and Bells: The Wonder and Power of Christian Liturgy [Orlenas, MA: Paraclete Press, 2008], p. 36)

A recent newspaper article told of the impact of the economic crisis on a local non-profit that provides nursing care to low-income elderly people in their homes. The agency has lost two-thirds of its funding and five of its seven staff members. The executive director has contacted local churches, calling for volunteer “saints and angels.” No sooner had worship ended in one church when the phone rang at the agency’s office. On the line was a man who said, “I’m calling to sign up to be an angel.” 

A sign of Christmas.

Two days ago a devastating fire in a Burnsville apartment building left over 100 people without homes. Many of them lost all they owned; most of them could not afford insurance. That was Monday. Yesterday an anonymous donor gave $1 million to be shared among the fire victims. Today the checks were distributed.

A sign of Christmas.

In a month a Westminster group will visit Israel. While there we will stop in a little village called Neve Shalom in Hebrew and Wahat al-Salam in Arabic. The words mean Oasis of Peace. It is a town of Jews and Palestinians intentionally living together, as a witness to the possibilities for peace in that land. Last month a group of Jewish and Muslim children from the town walked 45 minutes together over the hills to a nearby Catholic monastery to work jointly in the olive harvest. Jews, Muslims, and Christians together.

A sign of Christmas.

In the church I formerly served in San Francisco this year they have been dancing the Advent candles down the aisle at the start of the service, instead of simply lighting them in a stationary wreath. The teenage girl who danced the candle into worship last week has been raised and loved by that congregation all her life. She has severe autism, but that did not stop her from dancing in the light. She was agitated and unmanageable right up until that moment when she launched down the aisle; then she was all grace and elegance.

A sign of Christmas. 

If we are looking for evidence of God, we should be looking for signs of Christmas. I’m not sure if my skeptical friend was helped or changed by our conversation the other day, but I certainly was. It reminded me that there are signs of Christmas all around, if only we have eyes to see.

Tonight we have come, each of us and all of us, looking for – and longing for – such signs in our lives. What the shepherds learn – those agnostics out in the fields keeping watch over their flocks by night – is that the wonder of the birth is that we are the very signs we seek. 

The love of God is born in a manger in Bethlehem, even as if it is born into each one of us. Our job is to uncover the light and to let it shine with the stars this night and every night. 

Thanks be to God – and Merry Christmas!

Amen.

 “Signs of Christmas”


Isaiah 52:7-10; Isaiah 9:2-7; Luke 2:1-20
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