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How many times have you heard the Christmas story? 

Year after year, one Christmas to another, we are invited to listen anew to these words from 

Luke, which were written centuries ago in a language we don’t speak, in a part of the world most 

of us will never visit. The circumstances are so different from ours, but the story is so powerful it 

can pierce our hearts. The couple is far from home; they can’t find anyone who will take them in; 

and in the disorder of a stable Mary delivers her baby without so much as a small blanket to keep 

it warm. It’s not a very promising start for this child. It’s not how you would want to welcome a 

newborn into the world. 

But the story isn’t a sad one; it doesn’t end there. Nearby shepherds were minding their flocks 

through their long watch in the quiet darkness. They heard tidings of the birth of a baby and 

decided to visit this crying newborn child. What a sight they must have seen: Mary, Joseph, and 

a baby in a manger (a feeding trough), wrapped in bands of cloth, torn from the hem of Joseph’s 

cloak, with no one else around to speak of. How long did they stay, to check with the new 

parents, to make sure everyone was healthy and doing fine? Did they share snacks and provisions 

with this tiny family; did they ask to see the infant up close? 

Then they left to tend again to their sheep, “praising God for all they had heard and seen” (2:20). 

Who wouldn’t be filled with joy and hope, after witnessing such a miracle? The experience 

would surely have made an impression on them, and their memory of that night would be 

recalled on similarly quiet nights, until its shape took form, with its attendant scenery and actors. 

But its essence remains unchanged and undiluted: joy, hope, and new possibility are found in a 

baby no one was ready for. 

There are so many things you’re not ever really ready for. But what can seem overwhelming is 

also occasion for joy, hope, and new possibility, as long as we can recognize the promise of the 

moment. 

That promise must have been tenuous for Mary and Joseph and for the Shepherds at Jesus’ birth. 

Could they imagine what a difference Jesus would make in their lives, and in the world, and now 

in our lives? But that’s the resilience of God, that salvation comes no matter where we find 

ourselves, even if we are far from home, even in the most unexpected of places, even in a stable. 

Joy, hope, and new possibility can be found anywhere.  

It’s understandable if you feel that message is hard to believe, especially this year. Christmas, by 

virtue of its timing, invites reflection on the preceding twelve months. How was 2018 different 

from the year before, and was it better? Did we accomplish our goals we laid out on New Year’s 

Day twelve months ago; did we grow as people? Did the church respond to the needs of the 

community, did we learn to better love one another and welcome God’s love into our lives? And 

what about the world, with its overabundance of military crises, uprooted refugees, horrendous 

shootings, and the plunder of people; would any of us want to live this year over again? 



How we answer those existential questions depends on our perspective. The fog of early winter 

mornings and cold, rainy afternoons can make even the most hopeful and productive among us a 

little more ambivalent to the grace of God which fills each day, and the lengthening nights can 

leave us each a little more tired a little earlier in the evenings than we’d like. And if we allow the 

way we look at things to fall into dreary patterns of despair, gloom, and self-doubt, then we can’t 

hear the “good news of great joy for all people” (Luke 2:10). 

But God wants something different for us, for us to keep our eyes open. If we consent to make 

ourselves vulnerable, to open our hearts to the possibility that something good does come from 

each day, if we trust that God is at work in the world around us, and if we can look expectantly 

for new and beautiful life to spring forth from even the muck around us, then it will. 

And we will find that grace from God planted deep in our hearts, and we will never put borders 

around what God can do, and we will never say that God can’t make something beautiful from 

this, because God did, and God can, and God will, even on the harshest of days, even on the 

longest of nights. Joy, hope, and new possibility can be found any time. 

And if for a moment, we think we can limit God’s love to only those who “deserve” it, or if we 

believe that God would never forgive you, or me, or if we somehow think that everything has to 

fall into place “just so” in order to have a full and wonder-filled life, then we’ve missed the point 

of the Nativity. 

Because not everyone’s plans work out the way they hoped, and not everyone is ready for what 

life throws their way. And not everyone will be honored with gifts and well wishes. But in the 

wisdom of God, grace unfolds not in secured and fortified palaces or gated communities, not 

amidst large and festive gatherings of well-heeled friends and family. Grace comes, first and 

foremost, in an disreputable child who was born too soon, and whose only visitors are shepherds 

who were unlucky enough to be given the night watch. Joy, hope, and new possibility can be 

found in anyone. 

What’s keeping you from experiencing this joy? What anxieties are weighing on you this 

Christmas? What holds you back from hoping for a bright tomorrow? What’s inhibiting you 

from trying something new? Because on this night, nothing can stop the heavens from singing, 

and nothing can quiet the shepherds’ praises. And joy, hope, and new possibility are to be found 

in the darkest of circumstances, even for you, even now, even here. 

What more could anyone want for Christmas? 

 


