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Christmas Eve

Luke 2:1-7 
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world.  (This was the
first census that took place while Quirnius was governor of Syria).  And everyone went to his own town to register. 

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he
belonged to the house and line of David.  He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and
was expecting a child.  While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a
son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room in the inn.

Sermon: You Call This a Silent Night?

In 1818 an Austrian priest named Josef Mohr wrote the words to Silent Night and were put to music by Franz
Gruber in time for worship on Christmas Eve. Some accounts report that the church organ broke down, so a
carol was needed that could be played on guitar. The now familiar words were sung for the first time: Silent
Night, Holy Night; All is calm, all is bright. The carol provides a beautiful image of Christmas night: a baby
nestled in the arms of his mother, his father nearby. Shepherds and wise men and a star overhead on a clear,
moonless night. And if it weren’t for the fact that Jesus was born in the Middle East, we might even picture
snowflakes gentling falling. It is a scene worthy of Christmas cards  maybe you received such a card this month.
Silent Night, Holy Night; All is calm, all is bright. The image is beautiful and serene, but the image probably
didn’t match reality.

Luke tells us that Caesar Augustus wanted a census, an accurate count of all the people under his control, and he
commanded every Jewish family to go back to their ancestral home. Mary and Joseph must travel from their
home in Nazareth to the town of Bethlehem. Mary was nine months pregnant but the Romans didn’t care that
she must make the 80 mile trip  mostly likely walking, though we often add a donkey to our pictures. Imagine
walking to Eugene.  If Mary miscarried, the Romans didn’t care. It must have been a difficult and scary trip.
Childbirth was a life threatening occurrence. A lot of women and babies did not survive. There were no
hospitals or clinics  maybe a midwife if you were wealthy. Mary was just 14 years old and had probably hoped
that at least her mother would be with her, but now Mary and Joseph were hoping they could make it to
Bethlehem, unsure of what they would find there.

Luke tells us that Mary gave birth, wrapped her baby in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no
room available. Luke does not mention a stable, just a manger, a feeding trough. Maybe her baby was born on
the street. Tradition places the birth in a stable which would have been more like a cave,  a place where the
animals were kept. Think parking garage! Was it really a silent night where all was calm, all was bright?

I’ve been present for several births, and in preparation for those, we watched the mandatary videos of what its
going to look like, and I gotta tell you, I have yet to see one that is silent.  And could that be the point of this
night? Life is hard and it doesn’t quite match our picture of perfection, and yet that’s when God is doing his
greatest work.  I recently read a letter from a wife to her soldier husband in the revolutionary war.  During the
first part of war, Washington’s army was just getting smashed by the British.  She wrote, “I think things look



very dark on our side, but it has been observed that man's extremity was God's opportunity.”  Man’s extremity is
God’s opportunity.  Christmas is Gods response to a broken world. The prophet Isaiah described it this way: The
people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of deep darkness a light has
dawned. The word darkness is used more than 200 times in the Bible to describe life apart from God, apart from
Gods direction, apart from Gods wisdom, apart from his love and care. Darkness is not what we want life to be.
We wander. We hurt people. We are broken. We walk in darkness.

Darkness.  In June, before heading for church on Sunday mornings, I’ve been known to go to a local golf course
at 6 a.m. and go through a bucket of range balls, practicing, for the sun has been up for well over an hour by
then.  In December, the sun is still below the horizon when our worship design and tech team gets together
before church, the sun comes up three hours later and goes down three hours earlier than just a few months
before.  As I typed these words to this sermon, I sit in the darkness of the morning, waiting for the dawn.  The
early church chose this date for a reason in determining the date to celebrate Christ’s birth.  It represents in the
physical world what needs to happen in our spiritual lives.  This winter solstice is the day when the world shifts
from the darkest time of the year when daylight is at it shortest and now the light is overcoming the dark.  On
this night, darkness will not win.  After tonight, each day gets a little bit brighter, day by day.  And spiritually,
tonight, this baby changes everything.

The first to receive the announcement that Jesus, the Messiah was coming was an elderly priest named
Zechariah and his wife, Elizabeth. According to Jewish culture, they were failures if they were old and childless
and yet God chose them. Then there was Mary, a 14 year old Jewish peasant girl from the middle of nowhere.
God chose her and, not because life would be easy.  Her pregnancy meant Joseph could divorce her and as an
unwed mother she could be subject to execution.  And then there were shepherds  the least respected people in
Jewish culture, dishonest, unreligious, poor. And wise men  they were not even Jewish, relied on science rather
than faith. These were the cast of characters that God brought together to receive the announcement of what God
was doing? And if there is room for them, surely there must be room for you and me. God was giving them and
us a fresh start. We need a savior. We walk in darkness.

It is a rare thing, nowadays to find darkness.  Living within the shadow of Portland, there are days I miss seeing
the majesty of the stars.  Yes, we see stars, but if you can get away from the lights, you can see the stars.  Even
at night, as I lay my head down on the pillow, I am not in total darkness, the little light from the smoke alarm on
the ceiling, the alarm clock’s led display shines a lot of light in our room, the ambient light from the draped
window.  In the middle of the night, I can see enough to get around.  Maybe you’ve been on a cave tour before,
hundreds of feet below the ground, well lighted by the electrical lights powered from above.  But I remember a
cave tour where they took a moment and said that they were going to turn off everything and show us what total
darkness looked like.  You see, everywhere we go there is a little light, somewhere, just enough for us to see a
little bit.  Our eyes can pick up a candle burning a dozen miles away.  We can pick up the reflection from the
sun by a two meter satellite orbiting a hundred miles away.  We can see light from stars that are hundreds of
millions of light years away.  Our eyes yearn to see the light.  But in this cave, they killed the lights.  And there
was nothing.  After two minutes of sheer darkness, I couldn’t tell if my eyes had adjusted because it was still
black.  And then someone got out their phone, turned it on and blinded us.  But it is that kind of darkness we
walk in without Jesus by our side.  Those who lived in a land of deep darkness on them light has shined.  Baby
Jesus, the light of the world.  For those in deep darkness, that little light made all the difference, all the
difference in the world. That’s what God was doing on Christmas. God refused to dwell in the heavens above.
Instead, God entered the darkest places to be with us, and in that holy action, we find reason to hope.  Jesus
came to show us that God loves sinners and people who are broken and messed up and lost and afraid. Why am
I a Christian? Because in Jesus’ life, I see God; in Jesus’ teaching I see who I am to be; in Jesus’ death I see
mercy and grace; in Jesus resurrection I see eternal hope. Jesus may not change my circumstances.  Life and



chance happen to us all, but this is what I do know: He changes me and gives me what I need to see the way -
for he is the light of the world.  Was it quiet that night?  Probably not.  But maybe that’s not what the song was
saying.  Maybe, just maybe, on this night, in the loudness and turmoil of life, we find peace and calmness in the
hearts of all believers.  Sleep in heavenly peace, sleep in heavenly peace.


