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Not to pump up your ego too much, but you are one, good looking Christmas Eve crowd. Yes, I 

do notice the Christmas ties and the fancy dresses and the brilliant Yuletide accessorizing going 

on here. Maybe you’ve come from dinner parties or you’re headed to an open house or you’ve 

hosted some family and friends. But wherever you’re going and wherever you’ve been, you look 

mighty fine this evening. And, not for nothing, but you may have noticed that even I dressed up 

for the occasion. Just saying. 

 

Now, in this sense I think we have a lot in common with that great figure from Luke’s gospel 

story. The one mentioned in the very first sentence of the birth narrative. The one who wielded 

great power and was revered by all. Because I’m almost positive that Emperor Augustus was 

looking particularly regal on the night Jesus was born. Perhaps he was hosting some foreign 

dignitaries at the palace or was wandering the halls in a fancy new royal robe. So I think we 

should all be commended for dressing up like one of the characters in the well-known and 

beloved Christmas story. Much more appropriate than showing up to a Christmas Eve service in 

Hingham dressed like a shepherd. Or, God forbid, smelling like one. 

 

One of the fascinating and telling things about the nativity story is that the arrival of this child is 

set right in-between glimpses of power and status on the one hand and vulnerability and humility 

on the other. The birth of Jesus is bracketed by rulers and shepherds. As he sets the context of 

this birth, St. Luke mentions by name the Emperor Augustus and the Governor Quirinius — a 

nod to the powers and principalities of the ancient Roman world. Then we hear about those 

tending their flocks by night — a group that couldn’t possibly be further removed from the halls 

of power. 

 

And wedged right in-between kings and shepherds is that birth. Quite an ordinary birth, really. 

As momentous an occasion as it is for an individual family, the birth of a child is nothing special 

in the grand scope of human history. Billions of children have entered this world over the years. 

There were, presumably, other children born that very same night. 

 

So what is it about this particular birth, in this particular place, on this particular night? What is it 

that has caused generations and generations of Christians to gather year after year to listen to the 

account of the birth of this particular child?  

 

Well, no one knew at the time that the world was being transformed before their very eyes. Even 

the words we hear about the birth itself are, though well known, rather pedestrian. “While they 

were there, the time came for Mary to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son 

and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger.” Besides the manger part, that 

could have described the birth of any child of any era. 

 

But I think the juxtaposition of rulers and shepherds offers us a clue. The thing is, God comes to 

us not in royal robes but swaddling clothes. We may dress up to receive him at Christmas, and 



 

 

that’s a fine thing, but remember he didn’t come to an Emperor, he came to shabbily dressed 

shepherds. The birth was announced to the humble, not the mighty. 

 

And herein lies the miracle of Christmas: God comes to us not in the public images we seek to 

project, but in our vulnerability; in our brokenness; in our insecurity; in our weakness. In other 

words, God comes to us in our very humanity. And God still loves us. That’s the miracle.  

 

Because underneath our fancy clothes, resides our true selves. The part of us that may be 

grieving the first Christmas without a loved one; or mourning a broken relationship; or reeling 

from a recent medical diagnosis; or fearing for the future. 

 

Jesus comes to our shepherd side. The side of ourselves that is not spit and polished but hurting 

and vulnerable and in desperate need of love. The side of ourselves that is not outwardly put-

together but inwardly broken.  

 

And in that place is hope. Out of the depths, hope is unleashed. Not a things-are-bound-to-start-

looking-up hope. Not a false hope. Or an overly optimistic hope. But a hope born of God’s love 

for us even in the midst of tragedy or despair. A hope born of a Savior who came not to a pristine 

palace among the well-dressed but right into the muck of the stable among the shepherds. A hope 

born out of the comfort and joy of serving and standing with the marginalized, the lost, and the 

downtrodden. 

 

And on this night we witness and experience the trajectory of hope in a broken world. We see the 

light shining in the darkness. We see the miraculous residing even in the midst of the mundane. 

And that’s why we remember this ordinary birth that unleashed the extraordinary power of God’s 

love for all humanity. 

 

This holy season, may you experience the gift of God’s saving grace; may your heart overflow 

with the hope born of our Savior’s love; and may you have a very Merry Christmas. 


