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A homily preached by      Christmas Eve C 10:00 o’clock
The Rev’d Jo Popham   “Reborn in Us Tonight”

December 24, 2009
Luke 2:(1-7), 8-20

A young boy was helping to decorate the Christmas tree with candy canes and

homemade popcorn and cranberry garland.  The glass star for the top of the tree had

broken the year before, so the boy volunteered to make the star for the tree topper. When

his mother saw it she asked “But why did you make it a star of David?” “Mom,” he

explained patiently, “Jesus was of the house of David.”

This night more than 2000 years ago Mary gave birth to her first-born son Jesus who

like his earthly father was also from the house and lineage of David. “And in that region

there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night.”

In 1865 on this night, Christmas Eve, a pilgrim traveled on horseback from Jerusalem

to the “City of David”. It was already dark when the rider found the “Shepherds Field”

and dismounted. He was not in a sleigh drawn by reindeer, no, he had made the journey

from by horseback. Now it was evident why the rider had appeared somewhat awkward

in the saddle. It was because of his size. He made a rather striking figure, rather like our

version of a jolly pump Santa Claus. A giant of a man, he stood six feet six inches tall

and weighed nearly 300 pounds. The traveler would have been more at home in a pulpit

than on horseback, for he was none other than Phillip Brooks, an icon among American

preachers.

As he wandered over the same fields where many years before the angels had

proclaimed the “good news of great joy,” Brooks noted that shepherds were still keeping

watch over their sheep in the vicinity. The preacher looked up into the starlit sky. His

spirit drifted back to the glorious night of the Savior’s birth. It was a moment of great

inspiration. He noted in his diary, “Before dark we rode out of town to the field where

they say the shepherds saw the star.” The experience was indelibly imprinted on the

young minister's mind.
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He followed the steps of the shepherds who went to Bethlehem to “see this thing that

has happened, which the Lord has made known to us.” There, in the Church of the

Nativity built, according to tradition, over the place where the Lord Jesus was born,

Brooks assisted in a midnight service. As carols were sung on that historic and sacred

ground, his thoughts turned to the boys and girls of his Sunday school in his home church

in Philadelphia. Later he wrote to them of his Christmas Eve pilgrimage: “I remember

standing in the old church in Bethlehem, close to the spot where Jesus was born, when

the whole church was ringing … hymns of praise to God, how … it seemed as if I could

hear voices I knew well, telling each other of the Savior’s birth …; and I was glad to shut

my ears a while and listen to the more familiar strains that came wandering to me

halfway round the world.”

There, in the City of David, where the Psalmist of Israel had been inspired to write

some of his sacred songs and where the angels had brought the “good news of great joy,”

the inspiration for another carol was given to Phillips Brooks.

Three years later as he planned his Christmas service, Brooks wanted a new carol for

the Children to sing. He began with: “O little town of Bethlehem, How still we see thee

lie.” Louis Redner, his Sunday school superintendent and organist, had asked for a new

hymn for the Christmas celebration.

Some might say that this lovely hymn is theology light.  Early in his ministry Rev.

Brooks’s mother had felt compelled to remind her son of his promise to preach Christ and

Christ crucified. He held true to his promise and preached brilliantly but without the

cross. So much for a mother’s influence… But I say that there is serious theology in this

beloved hymn, particularly in the last verse.  Brooks addressed exactly what I believe we

all are called to DO this Christmas, every Christmas, every day… We are called to travel

to Bethlehem, if only through Luke’s narrative and the story of Philip Brook’s travels.

We are called to ask Christ to come again, we are called to invite the second coming. We

are called to truly hear and listen to the angels and to ask the Child of Bethlehem to come
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to us and to forgive our sins so that we can be reborn.

 O holy Child of Bethlehem,
 descend to us, we pray;
 cast out our sin and enter in,
 be born in us today.
 We hear the Christmas angels
 the great glad tidings tell;
 O come to us, abide with us,
 our Lord Emmanuel! i

The great glad tidings, the good news of great joy that the angel brings to us this night

is that Christ is reborn in us, in all people.  What a cause for joy!  We are reborn.

Throughout Advent we have been reading about and praying to the Christ who brings us

out of darkness into the light. We have been preparing for the coming of the Christ child,

but moreover, we have been preparing our own hearts and minds for Christ to come to us,

to abide with us, to take up residence in us. We have prayed for our sins to be “cast out”

and for Christ to “enter in” so that we – all of us – can be born anew, so that we can “be

born again” as Phillip Brooks said so well in “O Little Town of Bethlehem.”

Brooks wrote his beloved hymn three years after he walked where the shepherds first

heard of the Christ child from the angels. The author of Luke recorded some decades

after the events of which he wrote. But “the good news of great joy” is just as moving to

us this night as it was to the shepherds in the 1st century and Brooks two centuries ago.

Luke claims that Jesus, the baby born this night, was and is the Savior, the Messiah, the

Lord. Luke’s story expresses his faith that Jesus’s birth was according to God’s plan as

revealed in Scripture. God’s plan is for the babe born this night to come into our hearts,

into our lives, to save us.

We might ask Christ into our lives through – or in spite of – scholarship or historical

investigation. We might ask Christ into our lives because we have experienced him as

Philip Brooks did in the fields outside of Bethlehem. In the midst of our busy lives we

might just experience Christ just as authentically through God’s grace. And we might be
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just as surprised as the shepherds and Phillip Brooks. Through the birth of this baby, God

came to them and to us so that we might be reborn.

Poet and publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti writes of Christ’s coming to us, perhaps less

sweetly than Phillip Brooks lovely carol, but just as meaningfully for us today:

Christ climbed down
from his bare tree
this year
and ran away to where
there were no rootless Christmas trees
hung with  candy canes and breakable
stars

Christ climbed down
from his bare tree
this year
and ran away to where
no fat handshaking stranger
in a red flannel suit
and a fake white beard

went around passing himself off
as some sort of North Pole saint
crossing the desert to Bethlehem

Christ climbed down
from his bare tree
this year
and softly stole away into
some anonymous soul
He waits again
an unimaginable
and impossibly
Immaculate Reconception
the very craziest
of Second Comings ii

My friends, the unimaginable, the impossible has happened, for unto us is born

this day – a Savior, the Messiah, the Lord.  Christ has come into our lives again; he

has stolen away into our souls. This completion of Christ’s coming, the “second

coming,” if you will, is in progress right now, this Christmas.iii  I believe that.  I

believe that.  Our Lord and Savior is here. Christ is with us.  He dwells among us.

We need not stand in the shepherd’s field to experience Christ’s coming down

from the tree, my friends. We need only take him into our hearts to feel his

presence.

                                                  
i Words: Phillips Brooks (1835-1893), 1868, MIDI: St. Louis (Lewis Henry
Redner, 1830-1908)
ii Lawrence Ferlingehetti, An Advent Sourcebook, 1988, p. 151
iii Karl Rahner, An Advent Sourcebook, 1988, p. 158


