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The good news of great joy is that Christ the Lord is born to us – and to all people.

Multitudes of heavenly hosts are once again praising God saying “Glory to God in the

highest, and on earth peace among men with whom he is pleased!” This night human and

divine meet to provide a new perspective on this extraordinary birth. And through this

child, God has given us the gift of peace. God came to us in human form, as a babe in a

manger. And God’s peace is for all those whom God has chosen. Could it be that the era

of heavenly peace has begun? Could it be that God is pleased with us through nothing

that we have done to earn God’s good pleasure? Could it be that God wants us to be at

peace because we are that loved, that pleasing to God, that favoured?

Let us see if we can find new meaning in these words we have heard so often. This

gift of peace for all people is to be among those with whom God is pleased. Other ancient

authorities read “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace, goodwill among

people.”

For want of a single letter in older Greek manuscripts, the reading from Luke’s earlier

editions read “peace, goodwill among people.” One missing Greek letter changed the

meaning substantially. We now know that the original message is that by giving us God’s

own son, God gave to all people on earth the gift of peace – peace for all those with

whom God is pleased. Peace to all people who have pleased God? No! This acclamation

of the angels is an affirmation that we are already pleasing to God, not that we have

pleased God. One little Greek letter and the meaning is so very different. We are those

whom God favours. We are those whom God has chosen in accord with God’s own good

pleasure. We are a chosen people, chosen for this wonderful gift of peace. And we did

nothing to deserve this gift.
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One Greek letter can change who we are – from ordinary to extraordinary. From just a

rabble of people trying to please the Almighty to people already deserving of God’s

favour, people chosen by God just because.

Every year we hear so much about keeping Christ in Christmas. Sometimes we use X-

mas as an abbreviation for Christmas. And sometimes we feel that using X-mas is too

secular, almost a sacrilege. But not so! X – the Greek letter chi is the first letter of

Christ’s name, so X-mas is an appropriate shortened form of Christmas. Indeed X has

been an abbreviation for Christ since the 16th century. One single Greek letter holds such

meaning for us and all people. We all know that Christmas is not just for us Christians.

Our principle festival day is observed in nearly all countries as a public holiday and a

time for gift giving. But, moreover, the gift of the Christ child is for all people.

Several years ago at the end of months of preparation and several grueling weeks in

court trying a copyright case, my husband and I gifted ourselves with a holiday. We

booked a vacation on a cruise ship – our first and only cruise. We were looking for warm

water to swim in with good beaches for snorkeling. Our cruise was on the Mercury one of

the many ships of the Celebrity Cruise line. It is Greek owned and the signature X is

displayed prominently on the funnel of the Celebrity ships. The Greek letter chi is for

Chandris. X – chi – for John Chandris the founding owner of the cruise line who was

from the island of Chios. Ever looking through my Christian eyeglasses, I thought it a

wonderful thing that we would be sailing on a ship marked with the name of Christ. As

we arrived at the dock, along with 2000 of our closest friends, we realized that we might

be fish out of water when a woman squealed “Look, there’s the X!” Perhaps, she was not

troubled when our itinerary was totally changed, indeed only about 20 of us really cared

where we were going. As it turned out we lurched around the Caribbean with one engine

out, avoiding the ports we had anticipated enjoying. And they lost our luggage, along

with part of Jim’s formal attire and our books and our journals.
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The announcement of our fellow passenger “There’s the X!” was not particularly

joyful good news to hear in retrospect, but it is all a matter of perspective, of

interpretation, is it not? We all base our understanding on the information we have at any

given time.

At the time that the King James Version of the Bible was written at the beginning of

the 17th century, translators were using their best sources. And their version gave us the

traditional reading “peace on earth, good will among men.” No New Testament document

has been found preserved in its entirety. Rather, the original text of Luke has been

reconstructed from the hundreds of surviving pieces of manuscripts. And none of them

are exactly alike. The more recent translation takes into account the change of that one

little Greek letter as interpreted by parallel constructions of the Qumran scrolls. So the

best and more recent translation testifies to Jesus’s birth as a gift of peace through the

grace of God rather than being attributed to a human quality. It is through God’s grace –

God’s unmerited favour – that we are gifted with the peace that passes all understanding.

My brothers and sisters, we are chosen by God. Yes, we do have the choice of

whether to believe in God, choosing Jesus as our Saviour, and allowing the Holy Spirit to

work in and through us. But what we hear in today’s reading is that we are already

chosen. By God’s grace we are given the gift of peace through the Christ child born to us

again tonight. Through grace, my friends! Not by our own doing, but through grace alone

we are found worthy of God’s peace. Peace on earth  through grace; peace. We are to be

saved – saved from our enemies, saved from out warring ways, saved from ourselves,

saved from our own arrogance that we have something to do with God giving us this gift.

We are favoured ones, just like Mary who bore the Savior. We are favoured ones. Wrap

that up in pretty paper, and put a bow on it. Grace in a gift!

If we were looking for fanfare – if we are looking for the bringer of peace, if we are

looking for the equivalent of any of the Nobel Peace Prize winners from 1901 until today

we might as well be looking for Caesar Augustus to bring us peace. No, real peace is
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realized only through Jesus the Christ, the Messiah born in Bethlehem. So let’s go to

Bethlehem. We are so accustomed to scandal being linked to our leaders. But the great

scandal is that God came to us – into our world – totally helpless, as a human newborn

who was laid in a feeding trough in a stable in Bethlehem. Far from the seat of power,

God came in a remote area of Palestine, to a young woman, to an unmarried or recently

married couple. God was born on the road. And who first came to recognize this new

king? Shepherds. Shepherds who had no home. Shepherds who were the least in society.

If we recall Abraham and Moses and David, shepherds were indeed honoured in the Old

Testament. But by the time of Jesus’s birth, our 1st century shepherds were known for

being ritually impure; they were shiftless dishonest folks who grazed their flocks on other

people’s land. Yet at Bethlehem where God came to earth as the baby Jesus there was

even a place for the shepherds. And it is against the humble setting in the stable in

Bethlehem surrounded by lowly shepherds that we see and hear the glory of the angels

announcing what this child will do for all people, all of Israel, all of God’s people, all of

us. They made the pronouncement “There’s the X” – the chi – the Christ.” From this

humble beginning God came to us to bring peace. The birth of Jesus is a sign for us 21st

century people just as it was to the shepherds, a sign that we have hope and the promise

of peace.

We are so familiar with the angels’ words, but perhaps by looking at them again this

night, we might have a new and better understanding of this well known story so that we

will be truly prepared to receive them when the angels sing to us. This Christmas, my

prayer is that we accept the good news that the angels announced. Let us be joyful, yes.

Let us celebrate most definitely. Let us embrace the message that the multitude of

heavenly hosts brings to us: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace [to all

people] with whom God is pleased!” We are loved, we are favoured, and God is pleased

with us. May our reaction be praise! And may the peace that God brought to us in a child

on Christmas night give us all hope in the future.


