
THE STORY O.B' CHRISTMAS 

INTRODUCTION There are t-wo ways to prepare for Christmas on a 
Sunday such as this. One way is to think out the 

meaning of the Christmas Story in terms of the modern world in 
which we live and the contemporary thoughts that we thinlc. The. 
other way is simply to let the Christmas Story speak for itself. 
On other occasions I have attempted to take the first way, but this 
year I decided to take the second way. And eo this morning we turn 
to the beautiful Christmas Story, not to probe it, not to analyze it, 
not to dis sect as the historian might do, and as mvefzmight do on 
other ocaasions. 'l'his is not the time for that. We turn to the 
story as it 1 s told in Luke 1 a Gospel to lose oureebres in the wonder 
and the mystery of it, lingering here and there in the margins, 
and letting some of the implications of it reach out and touch our 
hearts. 

THE STORY BEGINS The story begins, as you'll recall, in what was 
at that time, the center of the civilized 

world. It begins in that impressive city set on seven hills. It 
begins with a man who was the nephew of Julius Caesar; the man who 
defeated Anthony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Ac:tium; the man who 
ruled as Emperor of the Roman world for forty-four years. The story 
begins in Rome with a royal decree by Augustms Ca.esar that everyone 
living in a Roman Province should go to his home town, the town of 
his birth and there be registered. Whether such a census actually 
took place we do not know. Historians vary in their opinions 
regarding it, but as I suggested a moment a€Xo, we're not p:oing to 
try and go into these things at this time. ·-

.This much we do know. We know that we cran never escape from 
the machinery of life. In every well run government there is bound 
to be a certain amount of red tape and regulation; it's inevitable, 
it's inescapable. In every well run family, in every well run 
life, there is bound t~ be a certain amount of law and order that 
so often seems to be like so much red tape. We cran't escape from 
it. And even God, when he chose to come into the world, did not 
circumvent the machinery of life that aan be so irritating to us. 
He came right out of a piece Gllf imperial machinery which was making 
life complicated and difficult for a gre:J.t many of these people 
living in the provinces of Rome. 

And we also pause at this point to reflec·t upon tl'1is observ3-t ion 
th9.t we cannot always tell the importance of a thing simply by the 
promi~enc·e of the place that it occupies. Something, which at the 
present time may ::tppear to be very important, could,. with the pass ins 
of time, turn out to be very unimportant. \'711 ile on the other' hand 
so:nethi n:: which may bs relatively insit~nificant at the moment could 
turn out to be a world shakinp: event. For instanc·e in the year 1809 
Napoleon, on the mar~h toward-the victory that was his ultimate 
ruin, defeated the .Austrian Army at the Battle of Wagram. Every
body, everywhere knew about it. In the same year a boy was born in 
Shrewsbury, England, the son of an English doctor, and another boy 
was born in Hardin County, Kentuclty, the eon of_ an illiterate, 
W':l,ndering laborer. One was Charles Darwin; the other Abraham Lincoln. 
These were the decisive , world shaking events of the year 1809. 

And eo this Emperor - so grand as the story begins to unfold 
it self, and this decreefj that appeared to be eo important, all com·ing 
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from the impressive city of Rome all eventually fade into relative 
ineienif1cance before something that happened in a far off corner of 
the Roman world. 

THE STORY NOW MOVES The story now moves to that corner. It moves 
from Rome to a distant province of the Roman 

Empire called Judea. And in so doin~ it moves from the center of 
things to the edge of things. In a sense, this is unusual. I suppose 
if you or I were constructing the plot of this story, wetd have 
thinas moving from the edges to the center, but not eo with this 
story; it moves from the center of things to the furthest edges. From 
the high and mighty to the low and humble, to the plain people who are 
often pushed around in life. It moves from the pomp of Caesar's 
palace to the humble home of a Jewish couple; ttie~r ng,mes, as you know, 
were Mary and Joseph. 

This couple was caught up in the machinery of the government of 
Rome. They complied with the regulations of that government. After 
all they had no choice. It wasn't a particularly good time for them 
to make a trip. Mary was about to have a child. But there was 
nothing else for them to do but to rro, and so they made their way 
from the northern county of Galilee·· southward, through Jerusalem, and 
on to Bethlehem. Bethlehem was Joseph's city. It was a tiny village, 
but it was a,village with a past. One man had left hie mark on it. 
It was David s city. It shone like a star among all of the towns 
and cities of that little province. 

Once again we pause in the story to reflect upon another thought 
that comes to mind. It is true, is it not, that things look bacwwarld 
as well as forward in life. Things do not just happen out of the blue. 
This is to say that there•·s a continuity to life; one thing leads to 
another, and what we do today will have some bearing upon what happens 
tomorrow, and what we are today is to a great degree the result of 
what we did yesterday. When God came into the world, we too c·ame out 
of the past, with roots in history, and he was born in a town that had 
a great memory. Jesus was a branch on a full grown tree. In other 
words, there was a development in the life and the history of the 
Jewish people that led finally to Jesus - through the priests and 
the prophets down to the Master. 

And by the same token, we look backwards ae well as forward at 
Christmas time. I know I do, and I ima~ine many of you do the 
same. We look bac·k to other celebrations of the same day; we look 
back to the home which gave us life, and if it was a good home with 
a happy family, we have nothing but gratitude in our hearts. Perhaps 
we wish we had appreciated it more at the time and had expressed that 
appreciation. We look back to the family circles tha gave so much 
·to our life and introduced us to the meaning of life. It is true that 
what a man descends from has a great deal to do with what he ascends 
toward. Jesus came fr.om plain, humble people - but not from lazy, 

, shiftless, vulgar people. 

And so while they were in Bethlehem', Mary gave birth to Jesus. 
The only thing on earth that t s as common as birth is death. Both are 
utterly mysterious; both are completely beyond our comprehension, but 
birth is the greater mystery- the creation of life where there was 
nona, the planting of a seed wrlich may unfola into a personality that 
in time will change the course of history; the hidden possibilities, 
and potent !alit ies, all the wonder and beauty of life that is yet to be. 
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This certainly is the mystery of Rll mysteries, and it stirs us 
whether the birth is the birth of Jesus or the birth of our own child. 

THLSTORY CONTINUES But getting back to the story, to make matters 
worse than they already were, the inn in 

Bethlehem were they had expected to snay was already full. Other people 
were going to Bethlehem for the same reason that Mary and Joseph were 
there. There was no place for them in the inn. The inn-keeper- fortun::1te]y 
did the best th:=tt he could for them and found them a pl0.ce in a near-
by stable and· there the baby was born. It. suggests to us that the 
circumstances of life are not always favorable to life' e highest and 
finest possibilities. It wouldn't hurt to put that thought 'down 
somewhere in our minds and hold on to it. Let me remind you of a 
few specific instanc·es, although to be sure, I'·m sure you could repeat 
them and add many more to them. 

John Keats was the son of a livery stable keeper. By the time 
that he was twenty, he was infected with tuberculosis and by the time 
he was twenty-six, he was dead.. And yet out of those ungracious 
circumst3,nces came the music of the Oqe On a Grecian Urn and all the 
other poems that have sung in the minds of English speaking people. 
Hans Christ ian Anderson was the son of :=t cobbler. His father and 
:~.is mother were so poor that they had to make their own furniture, and 
the bed that he was born in was the frame of a coffin that a Count had 
died in. And yet, out of thoee unfavorable circumstances came the 
most delicate, fragile fairy stoties that the world has ever heard. 
Robbie Burns, ah];)leughboy, born in a cottage 1:-1 Alloway th8.t didn't 
even have a 'Nindow to let in the liF-ht of dav. Ben Jonson was a 
bricklayer. Albert Einstein was so-slow to iearn to talk that his 
parents thought him ab:1orm~.tl and teachers considered him to be sornet:-line; 
of a. misfit. Booker T. Washington was born in a single room cabin; 
his mother was a slave, and nobody was ever quite sure who his father 
was. 

Indeed the circumstances of life are not always favorable to life's 
highest and finest possibilities. We might go so far as to say that 
when the c ircumst0 nces of life ~;;eem to be most unfavorable, we some
times have the finest flower of human -achievement. A cattle stall 
is not exactly the place where you'd expect to find the Prince of 
Peace to have been born. The circumeta.nces tlF1..t surrounded his life 
were not entirely adequate for raising and nurturing the Son of God. 
And yet out of these poor things, what great things grew. 

And so let me say this to you once again, as I've said lt to you. 
on so many other occasions. There is no promise in the Gospel that tne 
circumstances of life will always be favorable. The promise is that 
God will alwa,ys more than rn':ttc·h the ciruumst'J.nces of life wiU1 the 
strength to meet them. 

THE STORY MOVES AGAIN At this point the story moves once again. This 
time out into the ftlilelds near Bethlehem under 

a night sky. It moves in a strange and wonderous fashion. It moves 
from Caesar and his decree to some Phepherds and their flocks. There were 
shepherds, surprised by an angel. Don't akk who the angel was? Or 
what he was like? Or whether he had a physical body or not. He 

I . ' probably dian t. You can't 0ut these things into photographs. You can 
!Jaint picture of them, and you can sing about them, but you can't take 
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pictures of them. But whatever the form of this angel, the an~el 
ha.d an announcement, and the announcement wa.e not that the world would 
be perfect from then on, but that a Saviour had been born. In 
other words, the Christmas announcement was not that life would be 
well from that. moment on. The announcement was that into the im
perfect world that we live in aad h·ome a saving life. 

Then the heavens began to sing for Joy: 

nGlory to God in the highest, and ~e~~R 
on earth peace good will to men." 

And the story ends quitely and simply as the shephee~s go 
faithfully and obedient1y, without asking any questions, to Beth-
lehem. They were not at all like we would be; they were not sophisticated 
and they were not skeptical. They went straight to Bethlehem to 
see what happened and they found things exactly as they had been told. 
They saw R mRn, a mother and a baby. 

If ene were to suggest that this story has a moral or a point, I 
suppose it would be tl'1is. Into this imperfect world comes the perfect 
love of God. And wherever and whenever that love of God in Christ 
comes, there is glory and peace. WBerever and whenever - now - here -
in you - through you - in situation, no matter how tragic or how 
complex they may be - wberever the love of God in Christ comes, there is 
p:lory and peace. 

Christmas may be a different experience for some of you this year 
than it was a year ago. There may be a grave out under the sky that 
wasn't there a year ago. There may be a wound in your heart that 

_wasn't there a year ago. Some of y©u may be facing difficult days. 
Some of you may feel that life's passing you by. Whatever your 
circumstances may be, remember this that there is one to whom you 
can turn; there is one who will never forget you. Remember this too 
that when the sky is the darkest, the ·light of his star will appear 
in the eaet~to those who have eyes to see it. And my prayer for you 
this Christmas would be that you may have the spiritual eyes to see 
it, and that its light may bring you to that place where all wiseman 
have knelt. 

LET US PRAY: 

Our Father, as we try to find our way through the world we 
live in, help us to remember how into our imperfect world 
thou didst come, simply and quietly, and how the spirit of 
Christ comes again and again to us• Let his sp-irit and '1is 
life be in us this Christmastide. We ask this in thy name. Amen 
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"THE STORY OF CHRISTMAS" 

TEXT: "And she brought forth her first born son, and wrapped Him 
in swaddling cloths, and laid Him in a manger because 
there was no room for them in the inn". 

IT WASN'T A GOOD TIME When you stop to think about it, it really wasn't a good 
time for Mary to have her baby. The ffews, as a people and 

as a nation, were pretty much on their last legs. Things had been going from bad to 
worse for them for several generations, and now they were living under the harsh and 
stern rule of the Roman Empire. There were uprisings every week, and we are told by 
the historians that there were crucifixions every week by the Romans in order to keep 
down the number of such uprisings. 

And then, too, there was a great deal of hard taxation, and as you might expect 
under the circumstances there was a great deal of graft and corruption in connection 
with the collection of the taxes. There was a general spirit of discontent among the 
people. They were restless and nervous. And even the great Temple was not what it 
had once been. Those who listened for the strong, clear voice of the prophet usually 
ended up hearing nothing more than the weak mumblings of the scribes and the pharisees. 

A young woman expect:i.ng 
asked herself this question: 
such a world? Here we are a 
What future is there for him 
grow up into adult manhood.,n 

her first born and living in that time might easily have 
11If my baby is a boy what chance is there for him in 

despised people living on the fringe of a great empire. 
in such a world. What chance is there that he will ever 

And then, too, there was the inconvenience of the census. Rome, in all of its 
authority and with all of its typical efficiency, had declared that the number of 
people living in the conquered provinces must be counted. And so the head of the 
family had to go to his home town and there register for the census. And so we read 
in Luke's gospel: 

"Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to 
Judea, to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, because 
he was of the house and lineage of David, to be enrolled with 
Mary, his espoused wife who was great with child". 

It must have been a hardship for Mary to have had to travel over those hard, dusty 
roads of Palestine in her condition without much money and without aqy of the con
veniences that make travelling so much easier in our own time. It really wasn't a good 
time for Mary to have her baby. 

DEVELOPMENT OF IDEA Perhaps you might be able to think of a better time. You 
might even be tempted to suggest our own time. And yet as you 

stop to think about it, even our own time which lives under the shadow and threat of 
violence and war doesn't offer a child a future filled with nothing but hope and 
optimism. I think the truth of the matter might be that there never is a completely 
good and perfect time to bring new life into the world. Perhaps we could carry this 
a step further and suggest that there never is a completely good and perfect time 
for any of life's experiences. The time, we could say, is always to a varying degree 
out of joint with our wishes. Do you. see what I mean. Perhaps you do and you may be 
saying to yourself, 11Yes •••• there is truth in that •••• there never seems to be a perfect 
time to change jobs •••• or a perfect time to go into the hospital to have that operation ••• 
or a perfect time to take on new responsibilities •••• a perfect time to get married •••• " 
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It wasn't a good time for Mary to have her baby, and yet in spite of every
thing, she went right ahead and had it. The Story of the Annunciation which is found 
in the first chapter of Luke 1 s Gospel, while it may be largely legendary, does never
theless indicate to us the attitude that was the governing spirit of this young woman 
in the time of difficulty. 

When the angel of the Lord first appeared to Mary and told her that she had been 
especial~ chosen by the Lord to fulfill his divine purpose, she was perplexed and 
puzzled as any young woman might be. And then when the angel of the Lord told her 
that the child she was to bear would be Jesus, the son of the most high God, she 
said, "But how can this be •••• 11 But when the angel of the Lord when on to explain to 
her that the spirit of God would rest upon her and that he would use her as a channel 
of his divine purpose, she responded by s~ing: 

"Behold I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be done according 
to thy word 11 • 

In other words, what she was saying was something like this: "I am ready. The 
time is not exactly right. The circumstances are far from perfect. As far as I can 
see, the way is clouded with difficulties. The path appears to be rockY .. andl 
treacherous. But nevertheless if this is what God wants me to do, I will.! do it and 
I will do it glad~. I will exercise all of my faith and trust as I proceed along the 
way. And I will pour into this experience all of my gifts of tenderness and devotion 
my gifts of love and care, just as though the future were as bright as the noon day sun." 

And so the story reminds us that Mary went about her way doing the very best she 
could. It wasn't possible for her to have the baby in her hometown. It wasn't 
possible for them to find a room in the inn in Bethlehem; it was too crowded. But for
tunately the inn keeper was a kind and understanding man and found them a place in 
a stable not far from the inn. It was far from perfect; but it would have to do. It 
was all that was available. And when the child was born, Mary kept him close and 
v.rarm as any mother would do. 

There's a lesson in this for us. So often as we come up against some of the 
difficult experiences of life, we would do well to remember that there never is a 
completely perfect and ideal time to face these experiences. The time is always 
out of joint with our wishes. And what we need to do is to strike out and venture 
forth in spite of all external circumstances that ~-rould discourage us from doing so 
and with faith and trust, courage and confidence in life and in God, move forward 
into whatever the experience may be. 

WHEN LIFE FALLS APART... There's a second thought I want to put before you here on 
this Christmas Day. As I was preparing this sermon on 

Thursday afternoon, I was reminded of something that happened to me a good many years 
ago when I was a boy. I would share it with you for it leads me into the second 
thought I would share with you. 

Yes, it happened a number of years ago. I was in the third grade at the time, 
attending PS 22 in the city of Albany. It was just before Christmas. We were having 
a Christmas party in the class room. The thee was there, beautifully decorated, and. 
underneath the tree there was a pile of presents. We had drawn names the week before, 
the plan being that each child would bring a present for the boy or the girl whose name 
he had drawn. We all brought our presents and finally the afternoon came when the 
gifts were to be distributed. The teacher served as Santa Claus, reading the names 
and handing out the presents. I sat there on the edge of the seat waiting for my name 
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to be called. Each time she picked up a present and looked at the name, I'd hold my 
breath thinking that perhaps it was mine. Finally, she came to the last present. It 
was a good sized box. That had to be it! She read off the name, looked around the 
room, but didn't look in my direction. It wasn't my name she read off. I was the only 
child in the class room who didn't get a present. It was a shattering experience. I 
somehow managed to hold back the tears and conceal my disappointment. I went home 
broken hearted. Later on I learned what happened; the little girl who had drawn my 
name was sick and apparently she hadn't thought enough of me to get her gift to the 
school room and placed under the tree. And so I learned at an early age that life has 
its moments of disappointment. Yes, we can sympathize with that little !Joy who slipped 
under the side of the huge tent thinking that a circus was going on inside and who 
discovered much to his disappointment that it wasn't a circus, but a revival meeting. 

The point is this: rare is the life that doesn't experience the darkness of 
disappointment. Disappointment is woven into the fabric of life and the more I see of 
life and of people, the more convinced I am that one of the greatest lessons we can 
learn is how to handle disappointment. 

The Christmas story has something to say to us in this respect. I 1ve often 
thought that if we were not quite so familiar with this story it would startle us far 
more than it does. We're so familiar with it that we've lost sight of the deeper 
truths expressed in it and through it. Concerning the power and vitality of God, it has 
much to say. It reminds us that just when life appears to be ready to fall apart, 
then it is that God brings forth something new and glorious for us. That when the 
night is darkest and the sky the blackest, then it is that a burst of light can shatter 
that darkness. It happened. It happened long ago. God broke into our world -
came to live among us in the person of Christ - to ha;u-ee dealings with us - our sins, 
our disappointments, our lives. And this is why there is always such joy at 
Christmas. It is a kind of joy that is undefeatable; a joy that undergirds all of our 
temporary surface sadness. It is a great promise - even more than a promise - it is a 
demonstration of the love and life behind the universe. 

AND THE SHEPHERDS The Christmas story ends with this line: 

"And the shepherds returned ••••• glorifying and praising God for 
all the things they had heard and seen." 

And the shepherds returned. Yes - it was the road back. The shepherds had had 
their great experience and now it was over. They had been to the stable in 
Bethlehem, but they could not linger there - nor can we. They had to return to 
their familiar fields and to the common place task of tending their sheep. Back from 
a shining happiness, they found it necessary to go back to the valley of every day 
living. And so must we. 

The road back can be hard. There is always a sense of let down when the season 
is over and the joyous festivities have come to an end. The high belief symbolized 
by the Story of Christmas begins to fade. We so easily lose that warm and wonderful 
feeling that this time of year fosters. And the shepherds returned ••••• but hear the 
rest of the line, too - "they returned •••• glorifying and praj_sing God for all they 
had heard and seen". That is to say that they took with them on the road back 
undimmed and undiminished the expansion of the soul which had been theirs in their 
most exalted moments. 
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I hope and pray that you may do the same - carry away with you from this 
glad and joyous season - the expansion of the soul which has been yours - carry away 
with you something of the warmth and goodwill that moves among people at this time. 
May you, too, go back to your routine duties still "glorifying and praising God" 
for that which the Christmas story symbolized - "how the word of God became faesh, 
and dwelt among us" - of how He was born and of whom it was written that angels sang 
of His coming - "glory to God in the highest and on earth, peace and goodwill among 
men". 

As you return - I would leave you with these words of Henry Van Dyke: 

"Are you wlling to believe that love is the strongest force in 
the world - stronger than hate, stronger than evil, stronger 
than death, and that the blessed life which began in Bethlehem 
nineteen hundred years ago is the image and brightness of Eternal 
love? Then you can keep Christmas. And if you can keep it for a 
day - then why not for always?" 

LET US PRAY We thank thee, 0 God, for the light that shines in the darkness, 
for the Christ who came into our world and who uses us to be 

instruments of his glory and love. As we rejoice at Christmas, without forgetting 
the sadness and the sorrow that is all abroad in the world, we remember that light 
which the darkness cannot put out and which, if we will let it, will shine in us. 
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INTRODUCTION There are two ways to speak about Christmas on a Sunday like this. 
One is to think out the meaning of Christmas in terms of the modern 

world we live in and the contemporary thoughts we think. The other way is to think 
upon the Christmas story itself, and let it speak to us. More often than not, as I 
look back over the sermons I have preached on Christmas Sunday, I have taken the first 
way. This year I have chosen the second. We turn, therefore, to the Christmas story, 
not to dissect it or analyze it the way a historian might, or as we might on other 
occasions. This is not the time for that. We turn to it to lose ourselves in the 
wonder and mystery of it, letting some of the implications of it reach out and touch 
our lives. 

THE STORY BEGINS IN ROME The story begins in Rome, the center of the western 
world. It begins with Augustus Caesar, the nephew of 

Julius Caesar, the man who defeated Anthony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium, and 
made himself the sole ruler of Rome, the first Emperor of Rome, and for forty-four 
years was the master of the western world. It begins in Rome with Augustus Caesar and 
with a royal command that everyone go to his own home town to be registered. Whether 
such a census actual~ took place or not, we do not know. Historians vary in their 
opinions and, as I have already said, we are not going to try at this time to 
penetrate this secret. 

But this much we do know. We can never escape the machinery of life. In every 
well-run government there is a certain amount of red tape and regulation that is 
inevitable and inescapable. In every well-run family, indeed in every well-run life, 
there is a certain amount of law and order that often seems to be like so much red 
tape and we never can completely escape it. And even God, when he chose to come into 
the world, did not circumvent the machinery of life that can be so irritating to us. 
He came right out of a piece of imperial machinery which was making life complicated 
and difficult for a great many people living in the provinces of Rome. 

Also, we pause at this point to make the observation that we cannot always tell 
how important a thing is by the prominence of the place it occupies. Things that at 
the time seem to be so important turn out to be utterly trivial, while things that seem 
so slight at the moment turn out to be world shaking. In the year 1809 Napoleon, on 
the march toward the victory that was his ultimate ruin, defeated the Austrian 
armies in the Battle of Wagram. This was an important, world-shaking event. Everybody, 
everywhere, knew about it. In the same year a boy was born in Shrewsbury, England, the 
son of an English doctor, and another boy in the same year was born in Hardin County, 
Kentucky, the son of a wandering illiterate worker. One was Charles Darwin, the other 
was Abraham Lincoln. These were the decisive, world-shaking events of the year 1809. 

The Emperor who seemed so grand as the Christmas story begins to unfold itself, and 
the secree that seemed so important, in the city that looked so impressive, all 
eventually fade into relative insignificance before Something Else that happened in an 
obscure corner of the world. 

THE STORY MOVES TO JUDEA The story now moves to that corner, a distant province 
of the Roman Empire, called Judea. It moves from the 

center of things to the edge of things. This is unusual, in a sense; if you were con
structing the plot of a story, you would move gradually from the edge further and 
further in toward the center, but this story seems to move from the center of the world 
to one of its furthest edges. It moves from the high and mighty to the low and little 
people, the people who are pushed around in life, this time a couple caught in the 
machinery of government. 



They complied with the regulations; they had no choice, really. It was not a 
convenient time for them to make a trip, probably on foot, to Jerusalem. The wife 
was about to have a child. There was nothing for them to do but to go and they went to 
Bethlehem for this was Joseph's city. It was a tiny village, but it was a village with 
a great. past, great simply because one man had left his mark upon it. It was David's 
city. 'It shone like a star among all the towns and cities of that little province. 
So Joseph and Mary made their way from the northern county of Galilee southward, through 
Jerusalem, and then on to the little village of Bethlehem. 

Again, we pause in the story to refledt upon another thought that comes to mind. 
It ts true, is it not, that things look backward as well as forward in life. Things 
do not just happen out of the blue. This is to say that there's a continuity to 
life; one thing leads to another and what we do today will have some bearing upon what 
happens tomorrow, and what we are today is to a great degree the result of what we did 
yesterday. When God came into the world, he too came out of the past, with roots in 
histor.y, and he was born in a city that had a great memory. Jesus was a branch on a 
full grown tree, a shoot out of the stump of Jesse. In other words, there was a 
develooment that led finally to Jesus, through the propa~ts and the priests to the 
Master. 

And by the sa~e token, we look backwards as well as forward at Christmas time. I 
know I do, and I imagine many of you do the same. We look back to other celebrations 
of the same day; we look back to the home which gave us life, and if it was•a good 
home with a happy famHy, we have nothing but gratitude in our hearts. We look back 
to the family circles that gave so much to ou:r life and introduced us to the meaning of 
life. It is true that 1~at a man descends from has a great deal to do with what he 
ascends toward. Jesus came from plain, humble people - but not from lazy, shiftless, 
people. 

And so while they >vere in Bethlehem, Mary gave birth to Jesus. The only thing on 
earth that's as common as birth is death. Both are utterly mysterious; both are com
pletely beyond our comprehension, but birth is the greater ·mystery - the creation of 
life where there was none, the planting of a seed which may unfold into a personality 
that in time will change the course of history; the hidden possibilities, and potentialitie 
all the wonder and beauty of life that is yet to come. This certaifuly is the mystery 
of all ~steries, and it stirs us whether the birth is the birth of Jesus or the birth 
of our own child. 

NO ROOM FOR THEM To make matters worse than they already were, the inn was full 
because other people were going to the same town for the same 

reason that Mary and Joseph were there. There was no place for the Galilean couple. 
People who had come first were given priority, which was quite right. The innkeeper did 
the best he could and gave them a place in the stable and there the baby was born. 
The circumstances of life are not always favorable to life's highest and finest 
possibilities. Let us put that down somewhere in our subconscious mind this Christmas 
season, and let me remind you of a few specific instances, although you could repeat 
them and add to them, I'm sure, at length. 

John Keats was the son of a livery stable keeper. By the time he was twenty, he 
was infected with tuberculosis and died when he was twenty-six. And yet, out of those 
ungracious circumstances came the magic of the Ode on a Grecian Urn and all the other 
poems that have sung their way into the minds of English speaking people. Hans 
Christian Andersen was the son of a cobbler. His father and mother were so poor that they 
had to make their own furniture and the bed that he was born in was the frame of a 
coffin that a Count had died in. And yet, out of those unfavorable circumstances came 
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the most delicate, fragile fairy stories that the world has ever heard. Robert Burns, 
a ploughboy, born in a cottage in Scotland that didn't even have a window to let in 
the light of day. Ben Jonson was a bricklayer. Albert Einstein was so slow to learn 
to talk that his parents thought him abnormal and teachers considered him to be some
thing of a misfit. Booker T. Washington was born in a single room cabin; his mother 
was a slave, and nobody was ever quite sure who his father was. Marian Anderson lost 
her father when she was a child and her mother worked all those early years in 
1.Vanarnaker 1 s store in Philadelphia. 

Indeed, the circumstances of life are not ~lways favorable to life's highest and 
finest possibilities. We might go so far as to say that when the circumstances of life 
seem to be most unfavorable we sometimes have the finest flower of human achievement. 
A cattle stall is not exact1y the place where you would expect the Prince of Peace to 
be born, nor are any of the circumstances of his life what we would consider adequate 
for the raising and nurturing of a child. And yet, out of these poor things, what 
great things grew. The wings of the spirit are not bound by the bands of earth. 

Let me say this to you once again, as I have said it many, many times before. There 
is no promise in the Gospels that the circumstances of life will always be favorable. 
The promisecis that God will always more than match the circumstacnes of life with 
the strength to meet them. 

THE STORY MOVES AGAIN At this point the story moves once again. This time out into 
the fields near Bethlehem under a night sky. It moves in a 

strange and wonderous fashion. It moves from Caesar and his royal decree to some 
shepherds and their flocks. It moves from the mighty to the humble. After all, it is 
not the great things of life in which the seed of life is to be found, but in the small 
things. So often it is in the small things, thinkgs like a simple word, a gesture, 
a glance; things like a si ple man doing a good, straightforward deed; things like an 
uru{nown person responding to the intimations of the highest. In things like these we 
find the seeds of creative life just as we find in the Bethlehem manger scene the life 
that has made life possible for so many other people. 

There were the shpherds, surprised by an angel. Don't ask who the angel was, or 
what he was like, or whether he had a physical body or not. He probably didn't. You 
cannot put these things in photographs. You can paint them, and you can sing them, but 
you cannot take pictures of them. But whatever the form of the angel, the angel had an 
announcement and the announcement was not that the world would be perfect from then 
on, but that a Saviour had been born. In other words, the Christmas announcement was 
not that life would be perfect or that all would be well from that moment onward. The 
announcement was that into the imperfect world that we live in had come a saving life. 

And then the heavens began to sing for joy, Glory to God, and Peace to Men. And 
the story ends quiet~ and simply as the shepherds go quite faithfully and obediently 
without asking questions, to Bethlehem. They were at at all like we would be, they 
were not sophisticated, they were not skeptical. They vent straight to Bethlehem to 
see what had happened and they found things exactly as they had been told. They saw a 
man, a mother, and a baby. 

The moral of the story is this. Into this imperfect world comes the perfect love 
of God. And wherever, and whenever that love of God in Christ comes, there is glory 
and peace. Wherever, whenever, now, here, in you, through you, in situations, no 
matter how tragic or how complex, they may be, wherever the love of God in Christ 
comes - there is glory and peace. 

PRAYER: 0 God, as we try to find our way through the world we live in, help us to re
member hos into our imperfect world thou didst come, simply and quietly, and 
how the spirit of Christ comes again and again to us. Let His spirit and his 
life be in us this Christmastide. We ask this in his name. 



11THE STORY OF CHRISTMAS tt 

INTRODUCTION ·There are two ways to prepare for Christmas on a 
. Sunday like this. One way is to think out the mean

ing of Christmas in terms of the modern world in which we live and 
the contemporary thoughts we think. ,The other way is to think upon 
the Christmas Story itself, and let it speak to us. On previous 
oce.as1ons, I have taken the first way. This year I have chosen to 
take the second way. And so this morning we turn to the beautiful 
Christmas Story as it's recorded for us in Luke's Gospel to lose 
ourselves in the wonder and the mystery of it, lingering here and 
there in the margins, and letting some of the 1mpl1cr-ations of it 
reach out and touch our hearts. 

THE STORY BEGINS... The story begins in Rome, the center of the 
civilized world, the Eternal City, set on 

seven hills. It begins with Augustus Caesar, the nephew of Julius 
Caesar, the man who defeated Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of 
Actium, and made himself the sole ruler of Rome, and for forty-four 
years was 'the master of the western world. It begins in Rome wit~ 
Augustus Caesar and with a royal command that everyone go to his 
own home town to.be registered. 

We pause momentarily to reflect upon this observation. We can 
never esa·ape the machinery of life, never. In every well-run govern
ment there is a certain amount of r.ed tape and regulation that is 
ine·vi table and inesc·apable. In every well-run family, indeed in 
every well-run ehurch, in every well-run life, there is a certain 
amount of law and order that so often seems to us to be like eo much 
red tape and we never can completely escape it. Even God himself, 
when he came into our world, did not circumvent the machinery that 
sometimes irritates us and makes life difficult. He came right out' 
of a piece of imperial machinery whiah made life complicated and 
difficult for many peoole living in.the nrovinces. 

Also, we pause at this point to make the observation that we · 
cannot always tell how important a thing is by the prominence of the 
place it occupies. Things that at the time seem to be so important 
turn out to be utterly trivial, while things that seem so slight at 
the moment turn out to.be world-shaking. In the year 1809, for in
stance, Napoleon, on the march toward the vtctory that was his 

1 ultimate ruin, d'efeated the Aust:i'fan armies in the Battle of Wagram. 
This was an important, world shaking event. Everybody; everywhere, 
knew about 1t. In the same year a boy was born in Shrewsbury, 
England, the ~on of an English doctor, and another boy in the same 
year was born in Hardin County, Kentucky, the son of a wandering, 
illiterate laborer. One was Charles Darwin, the other was Abraham 
Lincoin. These were the decisive, world-shaking events of the year 
1809. 

· The Emperor, who seemed so grand as the Christmas story begins 
to ,unfold it self, and the royal decree:: that seemed so import ant, 
in the city that looked so impressive, all eventually fade into 
relative insignificance before Something Else that happened in an 
obscure corner .of the world. 



THE STORY NOW MOVES The story now moves to that corner, a distant 
province of the Roman Empire, called Judea. 

It moves from the center of things to the edge of things •. This is 
unusual, in a· sense; if you were construct 1ng the pbot of a story, 
you would move gradually from the edge further and further in toward 
the center, but this story seams to move from the center of the world 
to one of its furthest edges. · It moves from the high and mighty to 
the low and little people, the people who are pushed around in life, 
this time a couple aaught in the machinery of government. 

They complied with the regulations; they·had no choice, really. 
It was not a convenient time for them to make a trip, probably on 
foot,. to Jerusalem. The wife was about to have a child. There was 
nothing for them to do but to go and they went to Bethl,ehem for this 
was Joseph's city. It was a tiny village, but it was a village with 
a great nast, great si-mply pec-ause one man had left his mark upon it. 
It was David's city. It shone like a star among all the towns and 
cities of that little provinqe. So Joseph and Mary made their way 
from the no.rthern cou·nty of Galilee southward, paralleling the 
Jordan, through Jerusalem, and then on to the little village of 
Bethlehem. 

, Things look baCI'kward as well as forward' in life. Things do not 
happen out of the blue. There is continuity in life; one thing leads 
to another, and what we do today wi1:1 have consequences for what we 
are tomorrow, and what we are today is to a great degree the result 
of what we did yesterday. When God came into the world he too came · 
out of the past, with roots in history, and he was born'in a city that 
had a great memory. Jesus was a branCI'h on a full-grown tree, a shoot 
out of the. stump of Jesse. In other words, there was a develonment 
that led finally to Jesus, through the prophets and the oriests to 
the Master. 

Wa inevitably look backward at Christmas as well as forward. I 
think you must, Just as I d'o. We look baek"to the plaae we came 
from, to the home' in whieh we first met ldfe and, if it was a good 
home with a happy family, we have nothing· but gratitude 1n our 
hearts. How often we wish we had appreciated -it more at the time, 
and expressed that appreciation. We look back to the soil from which 
we have come and to the family circles which have given us our 
life and introduced us to the meaning of life and helped us to meet 
tt. It is true, isn't it? - anq here we pause once again in this 
meditation on the Christmas story - that what a man descends from 
has a great deal to do, not everything to do, but a great deal to 
do with what he asc:ends toward. Jesus c-ame·rrom plain people, but 
not from shiftless, vulgar people. 

Ther~ in the town of Bethlehem Mary's baby was born. The only 
thing on earth as common as birth is death. Both are utterly 
mysterious; both.are completely beyond our c:omprehension, but_birth 
is the greater mystery, the creation of life where there was none, 
the nlar1ting of a seed whieh may unfold into a oersonality that will 
change the .course of the world; the hidden possibilities and 
potentialities, all the·wonder and the beauty of a life that is yet 
to·be. This certainly is the mystery of all mysteries and it stirs 
,us whether the birth is the birth of' Jesus or the birth of our own 
child. 
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TO MAKE MATTERS WORSE To make matters worse than they already 
were, the inn was full because other 

people were going to the same town for the same reason that Mary and 
Joseph were there. There was no place for the Galilean counle. 
Peoole who had come first were given priority, which was quite right. 
The innkeeper did the best he C'Ould and gave them a place in the 
stable and there the baby was born. The c1rcumstan~es of life are 
not always favorable to life's highest and finest nossibilities. 
Let us put that down somewhere in our minds this Christmas season, 

' and let me remind you of a few specific instances, although you could 
repeat them and add to them, I'm sure, at great length. 

John Keats was the eon of a livery stable keeper. By the time 
he was twenty he was infec-ted with tuberculosis and diad when he was 
twenty-six. And yet out of those ungracious circumstances came the 
magic of the Ode on a Grecian Urn and all the other poems that have 
sung in the minds of English-speaking people ever sinC'e. Hans 
Christian Anderson was the son of a cobbler. His father and his · 
mother were so poor that they had to make their own furniture, and 
the bed that he was born in was the frame of a aoffin that a. Oount 
had died in. And yet, out· of those unfavorable circumstances came 
the most delicate, fragile fairy stories that the world has aver 
heard. Robbie Burns, a ploughboy, born in a cottage in Alloway 
that didn't even have a window":to let in the light of the d'ay. 
Ban Jonson was a bricklayer. Albert Einstein was so slow to learn 
to talk that his parents thought him abnormal and teac-hers considered 
him a misfit. Booker T. Washington was born in a single-room 
cabin; his mother was a slave and nobody ever quite knew who his 
father was. Marian Anderson lost her father when she was a child and 
her mother worked all those early years in Wanamaker's store in 
Philadelphia. · · 

Indeed, the circumstances of life are not always favorable 
to life's highest and finest possibilities. We might go so far as to 
say that when the circumstances of life seem to be most unfavorable 
we somet 1mee have the finest fl.ower of human achievement. A cattle 
stall is not exactly the place where you would expect the Prince of 
Peace to be born, nor are any of-the circumstances of his life what 
we would consider adequate for the raising and nurturing of a child. 
And yet, out of these poor things, what great things grew! '-

Let me say this to you onoe again, as I have said it many times, 
before. There is no promise in the Gospels that the circumstances 
of life will always be favorable. The promise is that God will always 
more than match the circumstances of life with the strength to meet 
them • 

. 
THE STORY MOVES AGAIN: The story finally moves out into the fields, 

, under a night sky. It moves again in a 
strange and unusual way. It moves from Caesar and his royal decree 
to some shepherd~ and their flocks. It moves from the mighty to the 
humble. So often it is not in the great thin@:s or life in which the 
seeds of life are to be .found, but in the email things, things like 
a word, or a gesture, or a glanee; things like a simple man doing a 
good, straightforward, honest deed; things like an unknown person 
responding to the intimations of the highest. In things like these we 
find the seeds of creative life just as we find in the Bethlehem 
manger sc-ene the'life that has made life oossible for so many other 
oeaple. 
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There were· the shepherds, surprised by an angel. Don't ,ask 
who the angel was, or what he was like, or whether he had a physical 
bosy or not. He probably didn't. You cannot put these things into 
photographs. You·can paint them, and you can sing them, but you 
crannot take pietures of them:. But whatever the form of the angel, the 
angel had an announcement, and ~the announcement was not that the 
wo~ld wou+d be perfect from then on, but that a Saviour had been born. 

·In other words, the Christmas announcement was not that life would be 
perfect or that all would be well from that moment onward. The 
announcement was that into the imperfect world that we live 1n aad 
c·ome a saving life. 

Then the heavens began to sing for joy, Glory to God, and Peace 
to Men. And'the story ends quietly and simply as the shepherds go 
quite faithfully and obediently, without asking any questions, to 
Bethlehem. They were not at all like we would be, they were not 
sophisticated, they were not skeptical. They went straight to 
Be.the·lehm to see what had happened' and they found things exactly as 
they had been told. They saw a man, and a mother, and a baby. 

The moral of the story is this. Into this imperfect world comes 
the perfect _love of God. And wherever, and whenever that love of God 
in Christ comes, there is glory and peace. Wherever, whenever, now, 
here, 1n you, through you, in situations, no matter how tragic or 
how comulex they may be, wherever the love of God in Christ comes 
there 1s glory and peace. 

PRAYER: 0 God, as we try to find· our way through the 
world we live in, help us to remember how into our 
imperfect wo:rld thou didst once come, simnply and 
quietly, and how the spirit of Christ comes again and 
again tous, and through us to other peonle to eave 
their lives from fe~, sickness and sin. 0 God, let 
this life be in us, that in lives that otherwise might 
be dark there may be glory and neac·a. Amen 
.J 


