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Scripture 
 
1In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman 
world. 2 (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3 And 
everyone went to their own town to register. 
4 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. 5 He went there to register with Mary, 
who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6 While they were there, the time 
came for the baby to be born, 7 and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths 
and placed him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them. 
8 And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at 
night. 9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and 
they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will 
cause great joy for all the people.11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is 
the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in 
a manger.” 
13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 
14 “Glory to God in the highest heaven, 
    and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 
 
15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go 
to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 
16 So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the 
manger. 17 When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them 
about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19 But Mary 
treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying 
and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 
21 On the eighth day, when it was time to circumcise the child, he was named Jesus, the name the 
angel had given him before he was conceived. 

Luke 2:1-21. NIV 
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Introduction 

 
1. It feels as if most of my life has been lived improvising my way through some kind of “Plan B.” As 

an adolescent living on a dairy farm in Southwest Michigan I participated in a rural 4H program, 
entered anatomy drawings of a horse in the county fair, and aspired to be a veterinarian 
someday…Until I actually spent an entire day travelling with a veterinarian watching him lance 
animals’ infected wounds on after another, inhaled a combined smell of chemical antiseptic and 
filthy barn conditions for several hours straight, and assisted the veterinarian in correcting a cow’s 
twisted stomach with a hook and chain. Some feel right at home in these spaces and situations, 
but for me, that day marked the beginning and the end of my veterinary career! 
 
I was a pretty good athlete in Junior high and had thoughts of high school and college football, 
until I wrecked my knee in a skateboarding accident. Plan “B”: percussion music major. 
 
Three years at a Fine Arts Academy and four years at an East Coast music conservatory led to 
career chaos as the rapidly changing world of fine arts proved to be much more complicated than 
the music conservatory brochure. On to another plan “B”: Pastor. Footnote: Music Pastor! Did I 
ever tell anyone here that, in college, I once said to some music major peers that “Of the many 
things I never wanted to be, I never wanted to be a music pastor.” No offense Bruce and Ashley! 
And, I trust that I honored your work because I did it for 18 years.   
 
That’s just my short list. I never did get the red sports car that I told my mother (as a 14-year-old) I 
would get when I was rich someday. Plan B on both accounts: Bike riding pastor with Fire Engine 
Red Kia Soul family car was the closest I came! I do have one Plan A that worked out. I wanted to 
find a beautiful, creative, compassionate, smart and funny spouse! Holly! Yes, plan A 
accomplished! Although, I do wonder if I was Holly’s Plan B because in college she always liked 
stocky Italian looking men before she met me. She’ll never say! 
 

2. I could go on for hours, and I am guessing that you could do so as well, because much of life is 
lived arriving at various kinds of Plan “B” and improvising our way through the unexpected. On this 
Christmas Eve we are in good company because the Scriptures tell us that all of the people 
comprising the first Christmas were improvising their way through Plan Bs. Joseph’s Plan A would 
not have included a pre-marriage pregnancy and I can’t image that Mary’s Plan A included giving 
birth in a barn. The shepherds had probably hoped for a quiet night’s rest, not a terrifying 
supernatural encounter.   
 
And, in the midst of the first Christmas’ crazy Plan B’s there were also two operative emotions that 
all of us can resonate with: uncertainty and fear. In response and with great poignancy, Luke tells 
us of a message from the Creator of all things through the voices of angels to shepherds then and 
everyone around the world now: “do not be afraid…and peace to those on whom my favor rests.” 
Do not be afraid because God is with us. And, peace is available for our souls because God’s 
favor is upon us.  
 
Presence and favor. These two things are Christmas Eve gifts that will help us as we improvise 
our way through the many “Plan B’s” in our lifetimes.  
 
 



Advent 2017 “Beholding the Child”  © 2017 Dan Collison  Page 3 

A. The Presence of God 
 
1. The presence of God, or the idea of the Creator being involved in human affairs and uniquely 

present is diverse manifestations, is an often repeated experience throughout the sweep of 
Scriptures. In the Hebrew texts the creation narrative tells of God’s Spirit hovering over the 
primordial origins of all things. The ancient Hebrews often encountered the presence of God 
including a turning point in Moses’ life where he said, “If your presence does not go with us, do not 
send us up from here.”1 King David, who is referred to in today’s Scripture as connected to 
Bethlehem and as we read elsewhere the lineage of Jesus’ birthright, was a writer of poems and 
songs that often reflected on his experience of the presence of God as a re-orienting reality.2 An 
adult-aged Jesus spoke often of the permeating presence of God in all things and Jesus’ 
presence as One with the Spirit of God such that he would be with us to the very end of the age.”3  
 
It should be no surprise, then, that in the moment of God’s Incarnation into the human experience 
that everything was saturated by God’s presence, lavish wonder, and a primary message of “Do. 
Not. Be. Afraid.” God’s presence with us invites us step away from the life-choking emotion of fear 
in our lives. 
 

2. In a recent On Being podcast interview between Krista Tippett and David Steindl-Rast, a Christian 
Benedictine monk in his 90’s, Steindl-Rast recalled the sweep of his life that included being 12 
years old and living in Vienne, Austria when Hitler came to power. Imagine the fears he felt and 
horrors he witnessed in his lifetime. Steindl-Rast is most famous for a Ted Talk titled “Want to be 
happy? Be grateful.”4 His main point in that talk being that gratefulness makes us happy and not 
the other way around. And, when asked “Can you be grateful for everything, including violence 
and loss?” he points to the paradoxical hinge of recognizing that while we are not grateful for 
everything, we can be grateful in every moment.  
 
This speaks to the surprising joy found in our Christmas texts despite so many improvised change 
of plans. And, it speaks to the joy that we can have in the midst of our Plan B’s where simply 
realizing that to exist is to be connected, to belong, and to always be in the presence of the 
Creator of all things, which of course also connects us and helps us belong to one another as well. 
The first Christmas invites us to consider that the space of presence and belonging are where we 
best positioned to address even our most deeply-seated fears. 
 

3. A line from the Christmas Carol “O Little Town of Bethlehem” says “The hopes and fears of all the 
years are met in thee tonight.” In his interview, Steindl-Rast eloquently spoke of his Christian 
worldview as pointing toward two key outcomes that help address fear: the first is that while it is 
important to acknowledge our anxieties we must not let them lead to fear because while anxiety 
may be signaling something we need to pay attention to, looking back on our lives (and I remind 
us of the many alternate pathways of our lives) we see that the worst anxieties and tight spots in 
our lives often reveal themselves as the beginning of something completely new.  

 
“New births” is the second Christian worldview outcome gleaned in the interview and a reflection 
of the entire Christ narrative in the human experience, which is this: life is a series of living, dying, 

                                                
1 Exodus 33:15.  
2 E.g. Psalm 63. 
3 Matthew 28. 
4 https://www.ted.com/talks/david_steindl_rast_want_to_be_happy_be_grateful (Accessed 12-23-17) 
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and being resurrected. It all belongs and God, and God’s grace is with us in each revolution 
operating as our very ground of being. The ground on which we can stand, let go, and move on to 
be renewed over and again until at the end many reformations we finally pass through the veil of 
death to another existence in the presence of God from which we came. 
 

4. If such thinking feels a long way off from your life today, and anxieties and fear plays far too 
important a role in your life--behold the child who is Emmanuel, God with us. And, awaken to 
Christ’s presence within our souls, and the voice of God saying “Do. Not. Be. Afraid….”Glory to 
God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 
 

B. The Favor of God 
 
1. The Gospel biographers and other New Testament writers all affirm that the birth, life, death, and 

resurrection of Christ inaugurated an innovative understanding of God’s relationship with all 
people. Jesus spoke of this new relationship as an unconditional agreement that extends God’s 
favor to all, through grace, and by faith. And, yet such favor does not mean inoculation from, or 
promised absence of struggle, pain, loss, grief and suffering. In an interesting twist, though, God’s 
favor is most often elevated in the midst of our struggles like a rising tide is to a boat under threat 
of getting stuck. So, exactly what kind of favor is this Christmas favor?  
 

2. One help in understanding God’s favor is turning to one another. We have been gifted with each 
other…with our experiences, our triumphs and our failures. And in sharing our stories, we can 
learn how the favor of God works. The entire Advent season at First Covenant has focused on the 
theme of arrivals. The word “Liturgy” comes from Latin and functionally means “The work of the 
people.” Today’s service embodies this idea including singing music that people have sung for 
centuries as well as our messages that we bring to the Christian faith in our time and place. And, 
throughout Advent we have sought to tell stories of how we recognize the many ways God arrives 
in our lives and remain open to the idea that arrivals are not an end point, but a pivot. This was no 
more beautifully described than in the new “Arrival” reader published today for our community.  
 
Creative Director Lisa Albinson writes: 
 

“Which came first, the departure or the arrival?...Dwelling on the word arrival for the past three 
months, I’ve come to realize that each instance we consider to be an arrival is just a pivot 
point. It’s the brief corner moment wedged between the lines of coming and going.”5 

 
And, amidst original art submissions and story we read Carina retelling the story of the birth of her 
daughter Ellie. In all capital letters:  

 
ON TIME 
DELAYED 
DELAYED 
EARLY 
ON TIME  

 
Carina ends her reflection in very Plan B like fashion:  

                                                
5 First Things, December 2017. Arrival. 
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“This arrival wasn’t how I had planned. It was full of twists and detours, unlikely messengers 
and surprise visitors. When I remember this day, my heart is full of wonder, sadness, joy, 
hope, gratitude, love and amazement.”  
 
Then quoting our Christmas Scripture: “Mary quietly treasured these things in her heart and 
thought about them often.” 

 
3. I cannot quote every excellent article and Christmas food recipes (yes, Christmas recipes with a 

nod a First Covenant Church 1948 “Swedish Tabernacle Book of Tested Recipes”)  in the reader, 
but I will highlight two more contributions. The first is a poem for all of those who had a very hard 
year. 

 
DRAMATIC READING 

 
Crèche 
 
By Shelly Barsuhn 
 
The trees hung  
brown paper oak leaves  
 —sad mistletoe— 
over our heads, leftovers  
from a summer we could hardly remember.  
On a neighbor’s door, the plastic wreath, with its  
sorry green sash  
 sailing wind shorn, 
seemed a metaphor  
for own regretful lives. 
 
It had been a hard year. 
 
The stone moon 
shone its reflected light 
on the semi-shoveled sidewalk. 
In the plum sky, star flecks glinted, 
half-encouraging. 
We walked along,  
 faces frozen  
 hands dumb with mittens, 
lifting our noses to   
the incense of falling snow, 
and tried to imagine  
seeds buried 
beneath the thin-crust ice.  
 
With Christmas bulbs adorning their brows. 
the sentry houses smiled on us, 
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eyes glowing.  
The wind crooned 
an angelic tune  
we faintly remembered. 
We trudged along, 
two lonely figures 
in search of 
a manger. 

 
4. Ever have one of these kinds of Christmas seasons? Entire years? How does searching for the 

meaning of the manger of God and God’s promise of favor factor into having a very hard year? 
The ancient Hebrew prophet wrote of a future messiah: 

 
2 My servant grew up in the LORD’s presence like a tender green shoot, 
    like a root in dry ground. 
There was nothing beautiful or majestic about his appearance, 
    nothing to attract us to him. 
3 He was despised and rejected— 
    a man of sorrows, acquainted with deepest grief. 
 

Isaiah 53:2-3a. NLT 
 

All this is to say that grief is not avoided in the birth of God into our world. In fact, it is a significant 
part of the Incarnation and a threshold for transformation. First Covenant Church community 
member Saran Sidime wrote for about grief with an original painting by Mark Aamot, another 
community member, nearby: 
 

DRAMATIC READING 
 

 
Grief as a spiritual practice 
By Saran Sidime 
  
When I encountered Christ for the very first time, it felt like coming home. 
It was like the unpacking of bags and resting of sore feet after a long journey. 
Like ocean meeting shore, like the rising of the sun and the setting of the moon, 
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it was harmony, novelty and, familiarity all at once. 
It was arriving home to myself. 
  
At first, my experience with this newfound God was tender. 
It was as though God’s gaze rested upon me with deep love. 
I was seen and profoundly known. 
  
Then, God became an earthquake. 
Unleashing a series of loss, grief, and excruciating indignities. 
All that was dormant became alive! 
Passions and traumas alike would come to unbearable light. 
  
My naïveté could no longer shield me from unforgiving realities. 
Though my mind awakened, my bones were frail,   
weakened by the memories and experiences of loss and pain. 
  
I would begin to wrestle with God. 
Screaming out loud in utter frustration and anguish, 
I would invoke a biblical lament, 
why have you forsaken me? 
  
And now, my troubled heart finds rest in grieving. 
Though often reluctant to surrender, I have come to find solace 
 
In mourning all that burdens me with the great hope that a compassionate God weeps 
alongside me. 
  
Grief is now my spiritual practice, 
my mantra “As long I as I have breath,” and 
my authenticity a most treasured prayer. 
All this to be in communion with the God my heart loves. 
 
Therein lies the paradox in faith, arriving is only beginning.  
 

Conclusion 
 

1. So beautifully stated: “Arriving is only beginning.” And, in beholding the Christ child in the manger 
where God’s favor was expressly manifest we see that God’s favor is oh, so much more than that 
which spares us from suffering. God’s favor is like a canopy over and container under us all in 
one, providing us the sacred space to hold and transform our suffering such that it becomes our 
teacher. And with God under, within, and upon us, completely for us, we are aided in our journey 
of becoming our best selves through all the season of our lives. And, on this Christmas Eve we 
are aided in our movement from feeling hopeless in our losses to having a wonder-filled vision for 
our future of being connected to and having communion with God, neighbor, and all living things.  
 

2. God’s favor is the intangible means with which God lures us to remain on the path of love 
wherever it takes us. And, in light of the first humble Christmas, and on this Christmas Eve when 
we are reflecting on how much of our lives arrive at plan B and improvising our way through the 
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unexpected…I wonder if our Plan B’s are actually Plan A’s in disguise. And, that because 
everything is held in God’s grace and it is our joy to awaken to Christ’s accompanying presence in 
our lives---the joyful and often times difficult journey is all about being willing to go wherever the 
path leads knowing that we never go alone and we never need to be afraid.  
 
God’s presence and favor are with us now and forever. 

 
Prayer 
 
God of Creation, Incarnation and Redemption—on this most holy Christmas Eve, we ask for you to 
illuminate our hearts, minds, and life pathways such that we are less concerned about Plan A, B, or 
C, and more fixed on being awake and beholding your presence and favor in our lives. Where we 
have yet to awaken to who you are--entice and delight us. Where we are awakened but sleepy--re-
kindle our wonder. And, where we feel consumed by anxiety and fear, give us an experience of your 
presence that transcends our fears and helps us live a more grounded and wonder-filled existence. 
 
In Jesus Name we pray. Amen.  

 
Benediction 
 
As we go from this place on Christmas Eve, may we experience God’s presence and favor in the 
many and winding pathways of our lives. And, may we all have a very merry Christmas! Amen! 
 
 


