Homily: Christmas Eve, December 24, 2013
Marellen M. Mayers

Isaiah 9:1-6

Psalm 96:1-13

Titus 2:11-14

Luke 2:1-14

“Oh little town of Bethlehem, the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”

As we approach Bethlehem this night our memories of past Christmas’ surface, our emotions are touched by the grace of the season and the reality of our lived experiences bring about a combination of our dreams, our hopes and fears, our struggles, and our expression of love, gratitude and a sense of renewal, hopefully with our family and dear ones so close to us and also with those we serve, our dear neighbor.

In preparing for this Christmas Eve liturgy, many memories of Christmas’ past floated to the surface of my mind. I have a photo in my pocket of a little 8 year old I cared for when I worked as a Child Life Specialist at St. Agnes Hospital so long ago, in fact it was September of 1984. This little boy was rushed and dropped off at the ER by an older brother. He was admitted to the pediatric unit after having emergency surgery to repair both sides of his jaw, which had been broken while being beaten and abused by his mother’s boyfriend. His name is Darryl and he would be 37 years old now. Darryl spent three months with us at St. Agnes. Everyone got to know him.  He even joined the docs on rounds! He tried so hard to talk even though his mouth was wired shut to help the bones heal. Protein shakes were his main diet, until one day I walked into the recreation room and found him pushing a Snickers bar against his teeth so the chocolate would melt and he could taste it! The scars of the abuse he endured were quite physically evident. Several weeks before Christmas Darryl was moved to Mt. Washington Hospital to be evaluated and then on to stay at St. Vincent’s child care center. Several of us from the unit asked to keep up with him. So we became volunteers and took him out from time to time. My nephew, Matt was four at the time and even though Darryl was 8 he and Matt became fast friends. The three of us decided to ride around the neighborhoods one evening to see the Christmas lights. Matt was excited but we couldn’t get over how excited Darryl was! Both boys sitting in the back seat of my little Chevy Chevette and Darryl kept going from one side of the car to the other. He didn’t want to miss a thing. In their conversation in the back seat it came to light that Darryl had never met Santa Claus. So, on another occasion we took Darryl to see Santa. That’s the photo I have in my pocket. On the way back to St. Vincent’s I asked Matt to tell Darryl about the Christmas story and Matt at age 4 was so precious in how he tried to explain to Darryl the birth of baby Jesus. Well, Darryl piped up saying, “I know baby Jesus, he’s outside my group!” He went on to describe a beautiful Nativity scene in great detail. I made the comment that “in a few days the Sisters would place the baby Jesus in the manger at Midnight Mass,” and Darryl said, “no, he’s there now.” We pulled up to the entrance at St. Vincent’s and Darryl and Matt ran so fast down the hall I couldn’t keep up with them. Darryl came running back carrying a very large, Italian carved baby Jesus! The look in his eyes and the smile of his face is one of my fondest Christmas memories. He then introduced us to all the other Nativity figures. In 1984 at the age of 8, Darryl came to know not only Santa Claus but also the Baby Jesus. 

At this time of Christmas how do we go about reflecting on the Hopes and Fears of all the years are met in thee tonight? Isaiah holds the tension for us as we contemplate our own lived experiences. He spoke of, “the people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; upon those who dwell in a land of gloom the light has shone.” What examples come to mind in our present day world of a people who walk in darkness? Are the experiences of darkness of our own choosing or are they situations in life beyond our control? Darkness can be seen as the abuse children face, or families living in war torn areas, and neighbors living through devastation due to natural disasters. We can see it in those who grieve the loss of loved ones, especially at this time of year. The darkness is in the loneliness suffered by so many and in the violence that strikes suddenly changing lives forever. Somewhere in this mixed of this reality, is the tension we hold together that we might find in ourselves. The holidays might not be the best of times for all. Experiences of relatives not getting along or feeling abandoned by once upon a time good friends. Perhaps our daily struggles are brought about by the mess of politics in the work place, or what seems to be irreconcilable differences with family members, or the down turn in world economics. Just think, in a few days more than 1.3 million Americans on Emergency Unemployment will lose their benefits. 25,000 live in the state of Maryland.
Kathryn Matthews Huey shares some questions for us to contemplate in our prayer this Christmas:

To what do we truly give our hearts? In this Christmas season, what is the word of true hope? What is the true gift of this season, and how do we experience that gift as enduring beyond a holiday season or a few weeks of celebration? Hope, fear and glory: God is still speaking to us today, in the midst of our fears and uncertainty, and saying, as the angel did: "Do not be afraid."
What are your greatest fears? How do you experience the comfort of God when you are afraid? What is the glory of God shining around you, even in the midst of your everyday work, like the shepherds? How do you hear the voice of God reassuring you and bringing you good news? Does this community of faith hear this good news afresh in this Christmas season, and give glory to God? How does our anticipation of Christmas relate to our anticipation of the love and promise embodied by the child, Jesus?”

How silently, how silently, the wondrous gift is given! So God imparts to human hearts the blessing of his heavens… where meek souls will receive him, still the dear Christ enters in. 

Just as Darryl ran to “Bethlehem” how too, do we open our hearts to allow the dear Christ to enter in? What is Bethlehem like for us this night? How will we bring this great light of Christmas to so many others this season and throughout the New Year?

It can be so difficult for us to put into words the incredible mystery of God incarnate, and yet we have known it throughout our whole being. Christmas Carols can help us explain and express that notion of God with us! Emmanuel! The scripture lays out the story before us. How do the readings this night speak to our yearnings, our desires for a world filled with the Light of Christ?

Christmas is our communal recognition, our shared celebration, that God is with us still, God is still speaking, still acting in our lives and in the life of the world that God loves so well. God is still with us, and we celebrate, and we sing our songs this Christmas night. But how will we continue to sing these songs, in the days ahead? How is this night not only unlike all other nights but indeed like every other night of our lives?   
We pray that God once again enters in, coming to us, abiding in us… Calling us to be Christ’s light to the world, to all we meet. God is indeed with us ~ Emmanuel!

Merry Christmas to you and yours! 

