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Anna arrived home the morning of Christmas Eve; her first time coming home since beginning college.  She could barely contain her excitement.  Usually, her parents took Christmas Eve off from work.  They would spend the entire day with family gathered round, singing carols, and admiring the large decorated pine tree, loads of presents piled beneath.  But, when Anna got home she didn’t see the beautiful pine tree filled with sentimental ornaments through the front window.  She walked through the empty house and found a note on the counter. “Anna, your father and I are so sorry we couldn’t be there when you got home today.  We will be home tonight around 5.  Can’t wait to see you!  Hugs and Kisses, Mom.”  You see, Anna’s father had recently lost his job due to cut backs since the economy collapsed.  He found a new job, but didn’t have the luxury of taking time off.  Anna’s mom had to pick up a second shift to make up for the loss of income.  They didn’t have the same comfortable lifestyle they had in years past.  Anna looked up from where she was sitting, and saw a small, but beautiful Christmas tree in the corner decorated with all of her childhood ornaments, and a few presents strewn beneath.  Next to the tree was a simple wooden ornament, hanging on a door handle, and it read, “A Touch of Christmas.”

Yes, her parents had been busy this year, and the unexpected change in jobs left stress running high.  They weren’t singing Christmas carols or decorating cookies, but Anna knew her parents would be home that night.  And when they got there, she would get those smiles and hugs she expected.  No, the Christmas tree wasn’t quite as big as last year, there weren’t as many presents, but Anna still felt that touch of Christmas.  The touch of Christmas was embodied in the togetherness of her family.  Anna felt this touch of Christmas in a new way because of some changes that happened to her family.  The Holy family had to make some changes, too.  


Mary and Joseph had to make drastic changes.  They took their entire lives, including their new born son into exile in Egypt.  They are fleeing, not of their own will, but because of the violent threats of a vicious tyrant named Herod.  This scary story is actually a continuation of the Christmas story, taking place right after the birth of Jesus.  There was fantastic joy with the birth of Jesus, excitement with the visit from the Wise men bearing gifts, and then … an anxious, fearful journey to a new land; a journey that had to be made in order to save Jesus’ life from an angry, insecure ruler who was frantically trying to assert his power.  

In this story, we see a complicated mixture of emotions and events.  There is both the tragedy…and glory of life; both Jesus’ birth … and the loss of many lives with the murder of the innocents.  Here, Jesus took on the totality of human life.  Jesus did not come to us as a rich, powerful king, but instead as the most “dispossessed, displaced, and disenfranchised of all humans…a refugee.”
  

This story was included in Matthew, at least in part, to show that Jesus was fulfilling the prophesizes of the Old Testament.  Matthew was trying to assure Jewish communities that Jesus was in fact the fulfillment of their Scripture.  At the end of the text we read, “So, that what had been spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, “He will be called a Nazorean.” This is the 3rd time in this brief passage that this phrase of “fulfilling what had been spoken” is repeated.   This emphasis was in part due to the confusing narrative presented.  Jesus is our Savior …and he was born in a barn and then was forced to flee for fear of murder?  This combination of vulnerability and authority within Jesus complicates our traditional idea of what it means to be powerful.  

In this original Christmas narrative we see both joy with a birth… and tragedy with the loss of lives.  But, do we see a touch of Christmas in this story like we did in the first? Yes!  The touch of Christmas may not be as cheerful or familiar as one we normally think of, but, the touch of Christmas shines through in the struggle of a family trying to find safety and comfort. 

John, a friend of mine, is 28 years old and lives at home with his parents.  John’s mother was diagnosed with cancer a few months back and is going through chemotherapy.  The doctors thought the treatment was working, but, then his family was informed that the chemo had to be increased.  John’s mother now has to go to chemo every day for the next 6 to 8 weeks.  I called John to see what his plans were for the Christmas season and all John could say was, “Christmas, huh?  I don’t know what we’re doing for Christmas.  No holiday has felt the same since all this happened with my Mom.  I’m not really looking forward too much.  Things will probably never be the same, especially not Christmas.”  All of those signs of Christmas that are so anticipated may have been there, but John was struggling to feel even a little touch of Christmas this year.  John doesn’t feel a touch of Christmas in the gifts or cookies.  Instead, John feels the touch of Christmas because his family is still whole…at least for now.   

The Old Testament passage from today may be the key to this whole touch of Christmas idea.  In the Isaiah passage, we hear worshipful affirmations of God’s mercy, pity, grace and love.  “And God became their Savior, Isaiah says, in all their distress.”  That’s a powerful testimony in and of itself.  Another translation puts it this way:  “In all their distress God too was distressed.”  Wow, that’s the kind of God I believe in!  God was not only with them in their pain, but God suffered with them in pain.  In all their troubles God too was troubled.  

 Then, Isaiah says, “It was no messenger or angel, but God’s presence that saved them.”  With Christmas just ending, we have been spending a good deal of our time concerned with presents; you know those little packages under the tree.  But, this passage speaks of God’s presence, which is a whole other gift that we get to unwrap as Christians.  God is present with this community in their time of difficulty.  Here we see a parental image of God, with God lifting up God’s children.

But, when we leave the safe boundary of this particular passage, the rest of this chapter in Isaiah paints a not so pleasant picture of God.  God’s voice begins this chapter.  And God is expressing anger and frustration with this community.  This dark image of God is difficult to read.  And in the midst of God’s anger we hear the Israelites praise and adoration of a loving, present God.  This is a confusing turn, God is angry and then people praise God?  That doesn’t make any sense, unless we think about these verses as a petition to God.  
|

This passage was written from exile and the people were beginning a really difficult time of rebuilding; “an ongoing experience of confusion, disappointment and dissension.”
  These were not easy times for this community.  It is almost as if God and God’s people are engaged in an intense debate, asking difficult questions of one another and looking for a way forward.  Yet, the questioning, struggling, pushing and pulling of this community are worshipful, still acknowledging God’s presence and power.  Even with this dark description of God, God’s people know that God is gracious and compassionate, present with them in their suffering.  Richard Nysse says of Israel in exile:

“The human community is not cast as weak and beggarly, even though it is living in absolute misery… instead, they are empowered to pray.  The dark side of God is not explained away; but, it is prayed against with questions that God must address and with imperatives that God must carry out.”
 End quote.


 The people in this community are struggling to hold God accountable while at the same time God is holding this community accountable.  So, is there a touch of Christmas in this passage from Isaiah?  I think this passage explains what this whole touch of Christmas idea is about.   Because the point of this passage is that, yes, God is with us… God is always with us.

So it turns out Christmas is a little more complicated than we remember.  There might be some little changes like a new Christmas tree or some drastic changes… like a mother suffering from cancer or a family becoming refugees.  We usually like to remember Christmas a certain way, a simple way, when times were better or easier or brighter.  It is sometimes easy to ignore the messiness and complexity because it can be a lot to handle.  


So, what do we learn from our readings today about that touch of Christmas?  The difficult image of God from Isaiah and the tragedy narrative from Matthew are both really counter cultural to our optimistic ideal of this season.  And, maybe that isn’t a bad thing.  Maybe it’s just a true thing.  These passages force us to resist our temptations to over simplify this season.  The Scripture readings tell us that we must live into the tension of the beautiful and the tragic.   Holiness doesn’t mean the absence of difficulties and tensions.  

The coming of our Savior was not the end of tragedy; we saw that in Matthew’s version of the story of Christmas.  And we know that, don’t we?  Some of us have lost jobs or loved ones, some of us are dealing with depression or anxiety, some of us couldn’t be with our families this year.  All of us are dealing with something less than picture perfect this time of year.  And Christmas coming doesn’t change that.  

But it isn’t naive to set up a nativity; it isn’t childish to get excited about decorating a tree or singing Christmas carols.  There is something real and honest about that hopeful Christmas, too.  The Christmas stories I told this morning, are real Christmas stories.  The story we heard about Mary, Joseph and Jesus fleeing is the true Christmas story.  And that story tells us all about the events surrounding the birth of our Savior, in all of its complicated glory.  And, we have faith, not in spite of, but because of this complicated story, don’t we?

We have hope because Christmas is a reminder that God is with us, not just when times are good or happy or beautiful, but even in our suffering and pain.  The story of Mary and Joseph fleeing with Jesus combined with the Isaiah text reminds us that the Christmas story is more complicated than we remember.  This story includes both the uplifting and the challenging.  This story, our story, isn’t true without both.  And neither is Jesus’ story.  Things were not just right at the first Christmas. Things were probably not just right this Christmas.  But, all of these stories celebrate real Christmas.  They celebrate Immanuel, God is with us.  And maybe this is the Touch of Christmas that we should carry with us through the rest of the year, God is with us.  

Amen
Prayers of the People - Daniel T. Franklin
Gracious and loving God,

According to the abundance of your steadfast love, you have redeemed us through the birth of your son Jesus, the Prince of Peace, for indeed you so loved the world that you gave your only son so that we might have eternal life.  We give thanks for this greatest gift of all.

We pray for peace in our world.

Lord, you have blessed us with intelligence and cleverness, such that last week we were witness to the internet simulcast of a joint prayer service from Bethlehem and Washington, DC.  Help us to remember that this was not an event to be experienced, but a call to be connected one heart to another through walls virtual and real, for we are all one in Christ Jesus.  We pray that this will be the last Christmas that is witness to war in Iraq and Afghanistan and conflict in Palestine, the Korean Peninsula and other regions.

We pray for peace in our nation.

Our leaders in Washington and Minnesota sometimes see themselves as barricaded behind walls of ideology and reasonable differences in policy give way to charges and counter-charges.  Lord, let your spirit come among them that they might find common ground for solving the problems we face  and guide them to remember the least of Jesus’ family that all might share in the bounty of renewed economic health.

We pray for peace in our community.

Lord, we have been witness to violence in our cities; violence over drugs and territory and over the right of way in traffic and we have witnessed the heartbreak of girls and women taken into slavery to serve the appetites of others.  We pray that the innocent will no longer suffer at the hands of the powerful and we ask you to be with the victims and their families that they might know the promise of peace born to us this Christmas.

And just as Jesus, Mary and Joseph were without a home after fleeing to Egypt, so too there are those in our community today who lay their heads in the snow and the cold or in shelters.  We pray for the continued strength of mind and spirit that has led to the success of Nicollet Square where this past week the first 3 tenants took up residence.  We ask you to be with those young people as they learn the skills necessary to build new lives filled with hope for the future.

We pray for peace in our lives.

At this time of joy and families coming together to celebrate the birth of your son, O God, we remember that there are those among us facing the loss of relationships, the loss of employment and the loss of hope through illness and the death of loved ones.  Today especially, we mourn the loss of two Westminster members, born this week into the eternal life promised in the coming of Jesus.  We pray that your healing spirit will comfort their families and friends as they grieve this holiday season.  

Amen
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