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“The Birth of Hope” 
Luke 2:1-20; Isaiah 9:2-7; John 1:1-5, 14 

 
Dan Collison 

Christmas Eve 2016 
 
DRAMATIC SCRIPTURE READING EARLIER IN SERVICE 
 
Isaiah 9:2-7 (NIV) 
2 The people walking in darkness 
    have seen a great light; 
on those living in the land of deep darkness 
    a light has dawned. 
3 You have enlarged the nation 
    and increased their joy; 
they rejoice before you 
    as people rejoice at the harvest, 
as warriors rejoice 
    when dividing the plunder. 
4 For as in the day of Midian’s defeat, 
    you have shattered 
the yoke that burdens them, 
    the bar across their shoulders, 
    the rod of their oppressor. 
5 Every warrior’s boot used in battle 
    and every garment rolled in blood 

will be destined for burning, 
    will be fuel for the fire. 
6 For to us a child is born, 
    to us a son is given, 
    and the government will be on his shoulders. 
And he will be called 
    Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
    Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 
7 Of the greatness of his government and 
peace 
    there will be no end. 
He will reign on David’s throne 
    and over his kingdom, 
establishing and upholding it 
    with justice and righteousness 
    from that time on and forever. 
The zeal of the LORD Almighty 
    will accomplish this. 

 

Luke 2:1-20 (NIV) 
 
1 In 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 
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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. 

Introduction 
 
1. Christmas gift giving can be a complicated matter for some of us, as was the case for a man 

named Adam. Adam confessed this to a live audience on a radio show declaring that he may be 
the worst Christmas gift giver ever, but not for lack of trying. He first two flops were giving a 
girlfriend a box of pears for one Christmas and, when asked very specifically to give jewelry the 
next year, gave her a pocket watch…which pretty much spelled the end of the relationship. Adam 
eventually fell in love with another young woman he really liked and vowed to try harder and give 
the kind of gift that, in his words, “was more like what people give to people and not like what 
financial institutions give to customers.” 
 
Adam remembered that his new girlfriend talked about wanting a piano so he did a thorough 
search and bought her a full size electronic keyboard, keyboard stand and pedal. He was 
confident that he had finally selected the perfect gift, until her family gathered for their Christmas 
celebration. Because, it was at that gathering where he quickly learned that her family wasn’t the 
“here is the latest Ipad” kind of family. Her family gave gifts in the manner of “here I baked those 
cookies I know you like…here’s a book I just finished reading and I thought you might enjoy 
reading it next…I made a donation in your name to Public Radio…” 
 
Sitting there Adam began to feel that, in comparison, his giant keyboard, stand, and pedal was 
growing larger and larger under the tree and starting to crush their tiny and perfect little gifts. 
When his big gift was finally opened his girlfriend received the keyboard and smiled and said 
“thank you” and then handed him a gift that was a scrap book of pictures she had taken over the 
last year recounting special memories of their relationship together.  

 
Adam finished his radio show confession by telling the audience that he was privileged to marry 
this woman who taught him how to give good gifts. And, he declared that the best Christmas gifts 
are those given not because they are expensive or expected, but because they reflect something 
meaningful in a shared human narrative.  
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2. I love that story and it got me thinking about what kind of gift that I could give to this community at 
Christmas time considering our shared narrative of 7 ½ years of life together. My mind wandered 
for a while until I landed on an idea inspired by what took place a week ago when two lovely 
people from our community, Jennie and Nate were married in a beautifully decorated church on 
the University of Minnesota campus. I was invited to share Jennie and Nate’ wedding officiating 
with a wonderful pastor at that church. 
 
I thought of their wedding because Jenny approached me a few months back saying that her and 
Nate were going to get married to which I said “congratulations, that wonderful!” to which she then 
she asked if I had ever shared leadership of wedding ceremonies…to which I said, “yes, I really 
enjoy sharing leadership”…to which Jennie continued what started to feel a little like a thoughtful 
and systematic line of inquiry “and do you preach shorter at weddings than you do on Sundays?” 
 
Well, like my wife Holly says, “my sermons may not be brief, but at least their exceptionally long!” I 
promised Jenny that I would keep their wedding sermon brief and came pretty close, which 
inspired me to determine my gift to this community at Christmas! Here it is: “A one point Christmas 
sermon!” It’s my gift to you!  
 
Here is the one point that I heard a few weeks ago on a podcast and it relentlessly stuck to me1: 
 

In the birth of Jesus, we see God’s incarnational pattern where Word became flesh so that our 
flesh could become Word.  

 
Done and Amen. Bring on the candles and let’s sing Silent Night. Ok, not quite yet. I do have a few 
things to say about that one point.  
 
A. The Word Became Flesh… 
 
1. It was the ancient Hebrew prophet Isaiah who painted a vivid prophetic picture of a Messiah who 

would eventually be called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 
Peace.” Along with those unique attributes it appears that Isaiah, and for sure some the first Christ 
followers, thought that this Messiah would lead human governments. But, as we have learned 
since the first Christmas, the Creator and lover of all things had something different and much 
more hopeful in mind than leading nation states. The Creator had in mind that Jesus the Christ, 
the Word who became flesh, did so that all flesh, regardless of nation state, language or culture, 
could become Word.  
 

2. It was John, the fourth biographer of Jesus in the New Testament who wrote: 
 

1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He 
was in the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without him not 
one thing came into being. What has come into being 4 in him was life, and the life was the light 
of all people. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. 
 
14 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of 
a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 

                                                
1 Phrase spoken by Dr. Emily Holmes on Podcast “Incarnation” found at: 
https://www.podomatic.com/podcasts/theologylive/episodes/2016-12-20T12_22_34-08_00 
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John 1:1-5, 14. NRSV 
It was also John who wrote in a letter to the Early Churches: 
 

6 Whoever claims to live in him must live as Jesus did. 
1 John 2:6. NIV 

 
The Word became flesh so our flesh could become Word. The phrase “The Word” and John’s 
reference to Jesus as God’s pre-creation existing “Word” and God’s Incarnated “Word” to 
humankind is a central landing point in Christian tradition that grounds several profound mysteries 
of our faith: 

 
• It grounds the Christian tradition in God as Trinity: Creator, Son and Spirit; three and yet still 

One.  
 

• It grounds Jesus as being the human face of God. And, in and through Jesus’ life and 
teachings, salvation was defined in terms of faith, hope and love and religious practice was 
defined in terms of compassion, mercy, and justice.  

 
• And, Jesus as Incarnate Word birthed hope into the human experience because in Jesus’ 

birth, life, death, and resurrection, we learn that despite the frailty and pain of the human 
experience and the corrosive and multiplying effects of human sin, we live in a benevolent 
universe, God is on our side, and Jesus is the central model for the way we are to live our lives 
in the flow of the Creator’s design. 

 
The Word became flesh so that our flesh could become Word, that is my one point sermon grounded 
in Christian theology. But, it is not complete until we look at the ways that our flesh becomes the 
Word grounded in our lived experience. God has birthed hope in our world and in us so that we can 
birth hope in our world and through us.  
 
B. …So That Our Flesh Could Become Word 
 
1. Over the last four weeks our visual artists in residence, Lisa and Heather Albinson, have been 

meticulously stringing yarn across giant looms to create a canvas on which, this past Sunday, the 
congregation added their mark. We were invited to interact with the canvas of white yarn, and to 
contemplate, as we wove pieces of fabric, roving, and string into the piece, how we can birth hope 
in the world, just as God birthed hope in Jesus.  
 
As we meditated on specific people and situations where we desired and asked God to help us be 
hopeful, the canvas began to fill with all sorts of shapes and colors--a reflection of who we are as 
a community and how we have set our hearts and minds to birthing the hope of Christ into our 
world. Tonight these pieces stand overlapped--the red piece, with its viewing portals, and our 
community canvas, which the viewer can see from many angles depending on where you stand. 
 
We are the bearers of hope, just as Christ modeled before us. This piece is a tactile reminder of 
who is here, and who we are together. 

 
2. Beyond the artwork there are other living reminders of hope here tonight, as well. First Covenant 

seeks to be a Christian community that seeks compassion, mercy and justice for everyone even 
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as Jesus transcended his own religious tradition to love people across religious categories. Some 
considered Jesus scandalous for making Samaritans the hero of a famous parable, people of 
other traditions the focus of his admiration, and those tossed to the margins because of gender, 
disability and sickness as the receptors of concentrated love. 
 
I am so proud of the way you do the same here and now. My son Atley recently drew a picture for 
a school project that showed two hands linking together and he titled it, “Fighting Xenophobia.” 
(Xenophobia being fear and prejudice against people from different cultures) He did this because 
he hears the love this community has for people of other cultures and faiths, and particularly those 
being targeted by fear and violence in our time and in the wake of the recent political election 
cycle.   
 
One story of love is of a First Covenant family who lives in Brooklyn Park and near the Minnesota 
Jamaat Mosque that includes the Anjuman-E-Asghari and Ja’afry Islamic Center. In a time where 
fear of Muslims in Minnesota is at an all-time high leading to shocking violence and prosecutable 
hate crimes against Minnesota citizens, this First Covenant family decided to reach out and create 
a new friendship seeking to stand by and stand up for the sacredness of their neighbor’s well-
being. 
 
I am pleased to introduce Rizwan Mulla and a few friends from the Minnesota Jamaat, who have 
attended tonight’s service to extend mutual friendship back to us. Rizwan is the inter-faith 
coordinator for his community and will organize a future visit for us to attend one of their services. 
Thank you, dear friends, for being here! 
 

3. Two more people who are dear to me personally and to my family are Rabbi Michael Latz, Senior 
Rabbi at Shir Tikvah in South Minneapolis, and his husband Michael Simon, who have two 
beautiful daughters named Noa and Liat. Thank you, Rabbi Latz for reaching out to me several 
years ago for mutual learning, friendship, and peace making. And, thank you for coming to our 
Christmas Eve service many years in a row, now! You, and your community of faith have taught 
me how to more deeply respect and understand our shared Scriptures and work on our shared 
values of compassion, mercy, and justice for everyone. And, you continue to reconnect me to my 
family’s Jewish cultural and faith lineage on my mother’s side. I so look forward to your oldest 
daughter’s Bat Mitzah next weekend! 
 

4. The theological differences between the three Abrahamic traditions are real and yet an ideal 
space to show love between cousins in the Abrahamic tradition and resist the inhuman behavior of 
the extremist voices in our traditions that betray God’s love of all. There is hope for more peaceful 
relationships in our time, but, the thing about hope is that, like the Christ child, it must be birthed.  
 
Speaking to Christians—in our time we need to birth a more hopeful vision of ourselves in 
relationship to others seeking to know the Creator of all things. That vision is to be infused with 
mutuality and respect, even as we ask the same from our friends as Christ followers. We follow 
the same Christ birthed more than 2,000 years ago and whose love flowed unabated to others 
across human boundaries including in the first Christmas season to shepherds in fields, 
innkeepers, and travelers from other lands.  
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Conclusion 

 
Love for one another can be tricky business in a world that becomes more complex with every 
passing day. But, just as I began my one point sermon by pointing out that gift giving in the Christmas 
season is tricky business, it still can be done. And, is done best when it is about creating and 
affirming our relationships and shared narratives across human categories. If that feels impossible in 
our violent world and in this tenuous time, we are here tonight to remind one another that, as the 
Christmas Carol says so eloquently, “The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”  

 
And, in the words of 20th century Christian Ethicist Reinhold Niebuhr:2 
 

“Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in a lifetime; therefore we must be saved by 
hope. Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate 
context of history; therefore we must be saved by faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, can 
be accomplished alone; therefore we are saved by love.” 

 
Hope, faith, and love. That is Jesus, God’s Word become flesh so that our flesh could become Word. 
 
Prayer 
 
Creator of all, lover of all, and giver of hope—birth hope in us tonight where hope is faint. Jesus the 
Son and Incarnate Word—lead us in your path of living faith that ceaselessly pours our compassion, 
mercy and justice for everyone. Holy Spirit of God, the giver of power to love, fill us with your 
presence on this Christmas Eve such that our recalling the arrival of Word in flesh spurs on our flesh 
to become Word.  
 
God, three in One, birth hope through us tonight. 
 
In Jesus Name. Amen.  
 
 
Benediction 
 
May we leave this place to celebrate God’s Word becoming flesh so that our flesh could become 
Word. 
 
Go in peace and have a Merry Christmas! 
 
 

                                                
2 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Irony of American History. 


