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Isaiah 62:6-12
Psalm 97
Titus 3:4-7
Luke 2:1-20
Luke 2:8-12  8 In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night.  9 Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  10 But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for see-- I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people:  11 to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.  12 This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger."
Imagine what this must have been like…
Imagine.

They were gathered together in the field, cold and afraid of the night.  They had built a small fire against the cold, the wind and the darkness.  They were trying to stay awake, trying to stay warm, trying to stay alive, and trying to guard the sheep, their livelihood.  They were the outcasts of society, their job made the unclean according to society’s laws.  They were the ones that barely survived…but they did.  
Then suddenly an angel stood among them – out of nowhere right in the middle of them, right beside them. How could they have missed his coming?  They were. after all, keeping watch over their sheep.  They found themselves surrounded by a light, a light so bright, so alive, so different that they were terrified, scared out of their minds.  
Then this angel spoke to them – first assuring them that there was nothing to be afraid of, that he was not going to hurt them or the sheep.  This being told them that he had been sent to them to tell them about this miraculous thing that has taken place in the little village below them, in Bethlehem.  The angel told them that a baby had been born and that this baby was special, this baby was the Messiah, the Lord himself.  But don’t look for this baby in the palace or the best Inn – this baby was born in stable, in a barn and his bed was the manger – the animals’ feeding trough.   If you go to town you can find him there – you can see this miracle.  We could spend hours, days, even years discussing what this angel really was, but you know, in the end, it doesn’t really matter.  In the end these shepherd knew that something different had occurred.  Something extraordinary had happened to them and that they needed to pay attention to that event in a new and different way.

We need to meet these shepherds somehow in our lives.  We need to meet them because they were representatives of all of us that holy night.  As far as we know they are the only ones to visit the manger that night.  The magi arrived later, quite a bit later in fact despite what our Sunday School Pageants tell us.  No matter what our world portrays, the shepherds were the first and only guests to be present that night.  So it is the shepherds that got to see this new born child in the manger.  If we want to experience the joy, the wonder and the awe they experienced we have to meet them face to face, we must go with them to the manger.

These people, these shepherds were living in the fields.  Living in the fields was not an easy task. 
Life as a shepherd was hard and dangerous.  These were tough men (and perhaps women we don’t know for sure) living in a very harsh landscape.  A landscape filled with thieves and predators.  It was cold and wet, hot and dry.  It was a very tough existence.  And to run into an angel probably wasn’t a daily event.  
For these shepherds daily encounters included real people, thieves and rustlers ready to kill them and steal the sheep; and perhaps an occasional merchant or traveler; or lion or wolf.  An angel was certainly not the norm.


And if we really think about it, something really extraordinary would have to take place to terrify these shepherds as Luke tells us.

It is at this moment that we need to step back and remember a time in our lives when we experienced an angel’s presence among us, a time when God’s glory shone around us and our lives were changed forever.  We need to remember that time, that moment when our lives were changed.   We need to remember that instant when we started or continued a journey to a place, to a sacred place, to our own Bethlehem.  This is our connection to the shepherds.   This is where we meet those shepherds face to face in our lives.

I have met angels and seen God’s radiance in my life.   We all have.   We just have to take time to recognize them.  Angels can seen in a  woman with a pocket full of candy for the children in church to keep them coming every week; a man serving coffee to the homeless on the street; in a person shoveling snow and mowing the lawn.  These are all angels.  And God’s radiant light is seen in the face of a child at their baptism; in a couple beginning a new life together in marriage; in a field during a morning walk; in the stars at night; ... 
God’s holy light shines forth from people everyday – all we have to do is slow down enough to recognize it.  

It is this light that the shepherds saw that night so long ago in the barn.  They saw God first hand.  Today we see God in the faces and actions of others.
Are you listening and watching for God in your life?  
Would you recognize an angel directing you to search for God in a manger?  
Would you see the heavens ablaze with light as the angels praise God?

Or is your life so hectic, so full, so out of control that you miss these opportunities to see and feel God around you.  I know mine can be at times.
Christmas reminds us that miracles happen every day.   The Christmas miracle is that God was born of a woman.  God became human to save us – to help us find God and to change how we live our lives.  God came to us in a form that was and is so ordinary, so extraordinary, that we could easily have missed it.  God came to us in an every day event, born as a baby – insignificant and completely helpless.  

God could have done anything to enter our world – something big and flashy.  But God chose to come to us as a baby.  An ordinary baby – weak and helpless – a being that is completely dependent on others to exist.  
This is our God.  
This is the miracle.  

This is what Christmas is about – it is about the birth of God into the human family to awaken us to fact that God loves us more than we will ever know.  
So much so that God united heaven and earth just to be with us – to live with us – as one of us.  God loves us so much that Jesus was born in a barn and lived in poverty.  He died a horrible death on the cross and rose victoriously to save us from sin, death and the grave.   

This is the true meaning of Christmas.

Tonight we celebrate God‘s unending love for us. Tonight we celebrate Christ’s birth in the manger – Christ birth into our everyday lives, into our everyday messy lives.  

Christ is born in our hearts – this is what we have been waiting for all of eternity – this is what we have been preparing for and finally the day has arrived - yet again.

So let us join with our fellow shepherds and change our lives.  Let us leave everything and go to the manger and see the Christ child lying there.  

Christ is born this night – 

let the heavens and earth rejoice!  

Let all of creation join together and sing – Glory to God in the highest and 

on earth peace to all people of good will.  Amen.
2

