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Nativity of Our Lord: Christmas Eve • December 24, 2018 
Isaiah 9:2-7  •  Psalm 96  •  Titus 2:11-14  •  Luke 2:1-20 
 
You can hear Christmas coming before you can see it. The sleigh bells jingling. The 

wrapping paper torn and crumpled. The carols sung enthusiastically, if not on key. All joining in 
harmony with the honking of cars on Route 17.    

Seems fitting because Jesus’s birth, St. Luke suggests, was a noisy affair as well. The 
slamming of doors at inns with no room. Mary’s labor pains. The commotion of the animals. And, 
of course, the report of the shepherds who barge in to tell Mary about who her child is. (Possibly the 
first biblical account of mansplaining.) And yet, for all of the noise, there is a moment of quiet in the 
story, too. While people all around her rejoice and praise, Mary, Luke says, “Treasured [the 
shepherd’s words] and pondered them in her heart.”  

Underneath the din of the season, Christmas certainly leaves us with a lot to of questions to 
ponder. For one, we might wonder how God become a person. The early church nearly tore itself in 
pieces trying to figure that out. In fact, the first Christians found Jesus’s resurrection much easier to 
make sense of than his birth. Was Jesus God from birth or did he become God later? Could Jesus 
feel pain like other humans or did he float above the trials of life? And, perhaps most perplexing, 
what did it mean that God was born? 

But that probably isn’t what most of us are pondering tonight. Most of us are asking not 
How?, but something closer to Why? Or, to put an even sharper point on it, What difference does it 
make? After the fever of the holidays stops and we enter the bleak midwinter, we find ourselves 
pondering what difference the whole thing made, whether anything has actually changed.  

And yet, there is something about Christmas that won’t quite let us go. Despite our doubts 
and our pondering over whether anything has actually changed, you came here tonight. And you 
came because, like those shepherds, you expected to find something. And, in this Christmas story, 
we do. We discover something radically new about God.  

We discover, as Titus puts it, that the grace of God has appeared. That God does not need 
to be convinced to enter our lives or cajoled down from the heavens to listen to us. God is not 
simply with us or near us. But that God has become one of us. God’s love for creation is so deep, so 
profound, so overflowing, that God does not simply adore creation from afar but enters into it. And 
more than that, enters creation in the most vulnerable way imaginable. In Christ, the grace of God 
has appeared not simply as a religious idea or as a spiritual insight. But as a person. How God 
became a person is complicated, but the message is simple: God allows no space to be between us. 
There is no distance, no border, no wall between what we experience and what God has 
experienced.  

And yet we discover something else on this night, too. God does not just reveal something 
new about God. But God reveals something new about other people as well. As Titus puts it, the 
grace of God has not only appeared, but it has brought salvation to all. That just as God enters into 
creation so that there can be nothing that keeps us apart from God, God allows no alienation, no 
resentment, no violence to keep us apart from one another. What we find on Christmas is not 
simply a God whose love has overflowed into our lives, but a God who leads our love to overflow 
into the lives of the most vulnerable Who has changed our relationship with other people so that we 
can be steadfast in our care, charitable in our service, and zealous in our pursuit of justice. 

That’s why this story won’t let us go. Because what we discover on Christmas, what God 
reveals to us, is that in this small town, in these ordinary lives, in this particular child, the whole 
world has changed. It’s as if, overnight, the world has been turned upside down. What we discover is 
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not simply something to ponder in our hearts, but something much more profound than that. That 
we are loved by a God who lives in complete solidarity with us, who allows nothing to come 
between us. What we ponder in our hearts tonight is that we have been pondered in the very heart 
of God. 

Earlier this year, our Catholic brothers and sisters canonized the Salvadoran Archbishop 
Oscar Romero as a saint. Romero was an outspoken advocate of human rights during the 
Salvadoran Civil War. One evening in 1980, Romero was saying mass at a small chapel in San 
Salvador when he was assassinated. Romero’s death made him a martyr, and it also made him 
famous. His life was made into a movie. His likeness is etched into Westminster Abbey. His name is 
written across airports, schools, and parks. 

Yet there were countless people who did not die as martyrs but died in quiet. They merely 
“disappeared.” And so Salvadoran churches developed a practice, a way of remembering, a way of 
embodying solidarity with them. When they would meet for mass, they would read out the names of 
the assembly. And when they reached the name of someone who had been disappeared, someone in 
the crowd would shout, “Presente!” Or, “Here!” Faced with the darkness of their own country’s civil 
war, they affirmed that nothing could keep them apart. Not grief. Not death. Not even being 
disappeared. Because they had been brought together in the body of Christ, they were and would 
always be Presente!  

We are far removed from their civil war, but we know something of that separation. Of what 
it means to be kept apart. Death and estrangement separate us from our loved ones. Isolation and 
loneliness separate us from our communities. Prejudice and ignorance separate us from inhabiting 
our identities. And we may even feel separated from God, as if God has disappeared.  

And the communion of people around the world who gather together tonight around this 
story know that sense of dislocation, too. We are the hungry who know the indifference that greeted 
the Holy Family. We are the abandoned who have no one to pray for them. We are the asylum 
seekers for whom mourning in lonely exile is not a metaphor.  

And what we discover when we gather together tonight is God’s response to that separation, 
that estrangement, that exile. We discover a God whose love for us overflows to the point of 
becoming one of us. We discover a God compassion for us runs so deep, that God comes among us 
in the flesh. The flesh that bears the scars of our afflictions. The flesh that is weary and weakened by 
the burdens of life. The flesh that others want to disappear. It is God taking on our flesh so that 
nothing can ever keep us apart.  

That’s why Christmas won’t let us go. Because on Christmas, we discover that God won’t let 
us go. Because in Christ, God is with us. In Christ, God is for us. In Christ, God is Presente! 

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


