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This is the night of the year when we hear once again the birth story of Jesus of Nazareth.  It is a beautiful story and hearing it carries lovely memories for some of us.   But birth stories tell only of the beginning of a life.  Lives gather meaning as they unfold- from the events that follow birth, and so too Jesus life gathered meaning in what happened next.
The Bible is a unique example of the role of narrative in human experience.  In all times everywhere, among all people, stories have been told.  Stories have carried the meanings of life and death, the meanings of human living, and the meanings of  experiences of the sacred .


Carl Jung gave us the category of archtypes within which to place stories and myths that recur throughout many times and cultures.


The story of Jesus’ birth is an archetypal  story of light emerging from darkness.  It is a universal story of the mystery of womb and cave as places where miracles and magic happen.  It is the recast myth of the merging of human and divine light.

The nativity story reads and feels like a very human story.  It is powerful because we can relate.  It is a telling of a real human experience.  The wondrous and awesome experience of the birth of a child.

It matters little whether the details are verifiable.  We don’t really have the facts- this story is over 2,000 years old…it was written down by the authors of Matthew and Luke, about 100 years after it happened.  They had no living witnesses to consult.


The nativity story sets the scene for what follows in Jesus life- a life of humility, a life of full presence, a life that shines with potential.

Tonight we celebrate the mystery of human birth as it embodies the human and the divine.

The life of Jesus has been told in many ways for many purposes.   As I read and reflected again on the telling and the many interpretations, I tried to open my heart to an appreciative listening.   If I want to celebrate his birth, if I want to bask in the glow of Christmas Eve, then shouldn’t I draw meaning from his life?

Who was the man Jesus?  What was his life about?  What can I learn from his example?  


Like many Unitarian Universalists I consider Jesus to be a great moral teacher.  He was a radical social prophet, who had a mission within the Judaism of his day.  He was a reformer working within Judaism to shatter the boundaries of the purity system; a power system which separated people by gender, class and status.   

Therefore he sat at the table with women and peasants and all manner of people at the bottom of the social scale.  He challenged the power of the temple priests, he broke the boundaries of the Sabbath and of temple worship.  And he preached a vision of a different kind of society, one based on equality and compassion and love.


The stories of Jesus ministry present us with a man who is fully alive, fully aware of injustice and fully present to all those in need.  He is a man who prays and fasts and takes time to meditate.  He is depicted as a charismatic figure who is good with words…who is wise and full of courage.


And there is a mystery about him, something hidden that is full of knowledge and power.   He is following a path…he is encouraging others to also follow this path…it is a path that leads closer to God.


Jesus was a man in touch with, in conversation with, his God.  That was the source of his knowledge and power.

Whether or not we believe in God is beside the point.  Whether or not we believe in Jesus in beside the point.  Jesus was a spiritual leader on a quest toward divine living.  He stood in the tradition of the Hebrew prophets who called people to righteous living, to heal the broken world. 

He intended to subvert the corrupt systems of power.  He intended to redistribute the wealth.  He intended to lift up the oppressed.  His was a saving message of wholeness – a message of universal love.

The narrative written about the events of Jesus life were written many years after he lived.  The stories had been told orally, but much time had passed before they were written down.  There was also always doubt about who Jesus was.  Among his closest disciples there was doubt about his legitimacy, about his loyalties and purposes.  “Who is it they say that I am?”
The gospels are written to invite reflection and thoughtful dialogue…much is hidden in the words on the page, the canon was a compromise,  each gospel presenting a different point of view, a different goal- multiple interpretations are possible, multiple interpretations are a given…this was a good strategy…the Bible is alive today because it is so open to interpretation…a brilliant strategy!  And doubt was always there.  A wonderment was always there.

Jesus never intended to start a new religion.  He engaged with the social and political issues of his day because his journey, his call was to move toward the sacred at the center of existence…his path was toward God and his vision was toward a Beloved Community.  

And so we come to this night to celebrate a birth, a birth both universal in symbol and particular to the life that followed.

And we bring to this celebration wonder and joy; past meanings and memories.  And like the good thoughtful and faithful people we are, we bring our doubt.  And once again, the most amazing thing happens…on this night…and it happens every Christmas Eve…in the midst of our questions-bringing our doubt, brining our many perspectives and expectations, with intention to be fully present…we arrive at this moment…


This moment of dark and mystery, this moment of song, this hearing of the familiar story…and in this holy sanctuary, within the embrace of this gathered company…we find hope…or perhaps hope finds us.

Together we experience a presence beyond our understanding…we move beyond belief…into a relationship of love…Hope and Love have come to dwell within.  Together we have moved closer to the center of existence. 


On this night a child is born somewhere in Faluja or Palestine, or China, or Zimbawe, or Haiti,…or Washington DC…or Germantown, or Rockville…on this night a child is born who will bring light to the world…who will lead people closer to the divine…who will grow to be so spirit-filled that a movement of justice will flower, and a movement of divine energy will rise up to heal the world…perhaps that child will bring true peace into the hearts of men and women…true peace to the whole world.


Let us be reminded by the birth and the life of Jesus that we are all called to heal to world.  There are boundaries that need to be shattered.  There is injustice that needs to be set right.  There is suffering that can be eased.  There is a world that needs us to journey toward it…for there in the midst of ordinary birth, ordinary life…there the human and the divine meet…and in that moment, in that place, healing and hope take root.

May hope be your gift this night.

Amen/Blessed Be
