4:00 Christmas Eve
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In Palmer Hall, we began on the first Sunday of Advent with a bit of movement happening around us as we worshipped.  Claudia and Abigail set out the pieces of a crèche, scattered about the chapel, but with the stable and star, empty at first, just off the side of the altar.  In various window sills were some livestock clustered, three men on a journey, a man and woman on donkey.  Each Sunday of Advent the figures have gotten closer and closer to being in the position we have all come to expect to see a crèche to hold on Christmas Day, perfected with the arrival of a child, the Prince of peace, Lord of lords.

This movement speaks not only of the movements of stars and earth, animals and humans of long ago.  It speaks as well of what has been asked of us, in our actions and movements in these past sometimes frenzied few weeks.  We have tended to much that is mundane, but important, from juggling calendars to planning meals to choosing a tree, and finding all those gifts, some just right, and some, “oh, well’s (it’s the thought that counts!), to attending the pageants and plays and parties.

But most of us here have realized that all these kinds of activities have needed to be grounded a preparation of our interior life, our prayer life, our relationship with and conversation with God.  Hopefully we also have prayerfully tended to the deeper things, as best we can in the midst of all those responsibilities we have and of all the priorities we have allowed for our lives. 

But now Advent’s spiritual gifts and preparations are over.  For it is the Eve of Christmas.  Now is the time for which we have been in waiting and expectation.  Now all is near done; what has been done has been done.  A few things may be left to do, but largely what has not be done, has not been done.  Exhale.  In this very moment we approach the scene that is Christmas 2009.  

What is it?


Is it mostly about what happens?


Is it mainly about getting this or that?


Is it very much about having everything go as planned?

Do you expect for Christmas to be the same as it has been?

What do you have in mind for Christmas to hold?

The three things most naturally on our minds can easily be that which has to do with three verbs:


Have.


Want.


Do.

Christmas may be no different – if we are not careful, and that would be the shame for us.

Of all the images in our heads and hearts about what we want to happen – how we want it to happen – how we want it to look and what we want to get and to give – again, all of that can be the movements that are motivated by our wishes and wants, our need to control and achieve the desired outcome and effect on everyday of our lives, and especially on Christmas Day.  (It just so must be what I want it to be: the King’s College Lessons and Carols coming through the speakers, the kids getting surprised and laughing, the wife smiling through exhausted eyes, and the dogs chewing on their Christmas treats)

Drop what is in your head for a moment. Now – in this moment – suspend your expectations - all those activities, doings and wantings – turn them off.

Ponder this:  What we celebrate is God’s showing (not our doing, having, wanting).

To assist us in this, let us turn our attention to an empty manger.

Look upon the manger this evening, and think that as well as years ago in a small, small village in ancient Judah, it was such an ordinary thing, made to feed the animals who sheltered in that shed.

We know from our story, that that particular manger in that particular small, small village in ancient Judah did not just lay empty: it lay open.

And that is a marvelous clue for us, in our hearts and homes.

Is there among, in our expectations for Christmas – actually an expectancy that is openness and waiting for that which our own hands did not prepare, our own planning did not choreograph, our own desires not name?  

Is there an actual expectancy of heaven meeting earth; of God Himself swooping down, bending down to visit with grace and wonder?

How might that happen?  Here’s the point: you and I do not control it, produce it; and so the expectancy of a day opening pregnant with good tidings for your great joy, a day that holds a miracle for your eyes to behold, your ears to hear, and your heart to be touched in such a way that even you and I know: God with us.

I do not know how that crèche will be accomplished where you will be, nor where I will be.  But I do know that I can neglect it, with TV blaring and drinks numbing and walking bitterly from one place to another, thinking of what I want and how I think it ought to be, thinking of the past and the missing and the wrongs.  I can miss it because of me – not because it is not happening, by God.

How might that happen?  I think this manger holds another clue helpful too: it is simply an ordinary thing.

In that time, in that place, who would notice this ordinary thing used to feed animals?  Yet as ordinary as it is, just a piece of everyday life – yet open and ready to hold the tenderness and joy of the Child.  

Evelyn Underhill says that she believes the most frequently used word by we mortals who live in heaven is: “Oh!”  All is such a delight; all is so obvious.

Our gracious God does swoop through our ordinary moments with heavenly hosts, and gives us “Oh’s!” here and now: 

-         the 4 year old child asleep, with “For my Beauty Sleep” on a pair of blinders she go from who knows where.

-         the giggle from brother, elicited by the happiness in the face of his sister 

-         the light streaming through on the tree

-         so many ways, small and slight, that are bursts of joy showered upon us!

When we kneel down before it here in this grand setting, we get a sense of how mysterious, how wondrous, how miraculous, how simple and clear this Love that creates us and this moment, this eve, and every day and night is.  And we look at it with expectation and thanksgiving.  And so we look at each other, in its light.

Tomorrow, in the midst of the wanting – the having – the doing – may we find a simple, ordinary thing and draw close together, hand in hand, with the beloved you are with – the living and the dead – and see the same in that prayer, as we do in this moment in this place of worship and communion.

