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Sermon for Christmas 2 

January 3, 2021 

 

 

In 2005 I celbrated Christmas twice. In early January of that year, I visited the 

Holy Land for the first time with my seminary. For Christians in Palestine the 

holiday is marked on the last day of the Christmas season – January 6th. Our group 

of 36 people traveled across the land of Jesus and Jeremiah, meeting with 

Palestinians and Jews. Learning about the history as well as the present reality of a 

place that was often torn by conflict. Stories of people effected by constant tragedy 

brought at the hands of those in power or struggling for power. It was the first time 

I saw walls and razor wire encircling the little town of Bethlehem where Jesus was 

born. The first time I heard stories of Palestinian people who had been made exiles 

in their own land. Pushed from the towns of their birth to live in other places 

designated by the powers. There was a disconnect between the “all is calm, all is 

bright” of that holy night and the palpable tension that hung in the air for people 

living under military occupation. On January 6th we were in Nazareth, the home of 

Jesus. We visited the Roman Catholic church of the Annunciation, massive and 

beautiful at the heart of the city. But we also visited the place where Orthodox 

Christians recognize as the place where the angel met Mary. Inside is a well fed by 

a stream. We went in briefly as worshippers entered for Christmas Day services. In 

many ways the trip was beautiful and magical, to be walking where Jesus walked. 

To touch the stones of the pavement his feet may have trod. To put our hand on the 

site many believe is where the manger lay. But I remember being moved more by 

the living stones, the people of the present day, struggling to hold onto hope for a 

different future.  
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“The Word became flesh and lived among us…full of grace and truth.” I’m not 

sure we understand how truly radical these words are. That the purpose and power 

of God that are limitless, become human with all the limitations that brings. That 

the Divine promise and plan for the world was birthed in the form of a human 

body, flesh that lived and breathed and then suffered and died. Not because it had 

to be that way but because God willed it to be that way. This is a story of deep and 

abiding intimacy between the flesh and the will of God. And because of this 

enfleshing of God’s self, we are given the authority to exist in this world as 

children of God.  

Christmas is not really about the birth of Jesus into the world as if this was the 

most significant event. In fact, we are told by John that the Word of God did not 

need to be born because it was there before the beginning of time and always will 

be. Christmas, the holiday, is on our church calendar as a reminder that all of us 

have been reborn children of God. And that because of this we embody the grace 

upon grace God promises to the world. It is in our very flesh.  

 

Now that the holiday is behind us, we are taking down the decorations and bagging 

up the tree to head to the curb. Packing away the Christmas season. We had all 

been looking forward to the end of 2020 and the turning of a new year. As though 

earthshaking changes happen when the ball drops at midnight on January 1st. I’d be 

interested to know whether you feel any different two days into 2021. Because 

usually New Year’s Day is just the same as the days that came before and the days 

that come after. But symbolically we have a need to mark time and the turning 

over of another year as significant and powerful beyond what it really is. It is our 

way of gaining some control over our world and our psyches. To reassure 

ourselves that we can put all “that” behind us, whatever “that” is to each of us. We 

all have our own stuff to leave behind each year. And this year, we all want to 
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leave behind whatever 2020 brought in terms of tragedy and turmoil. And now 

with vaccines going out. And the changing over of leadership in our nation, we feel 

like things will be different. Maybe even that they can get back to normal.  

 

Jeremiah’s prophetic vision was for a people in exile. Scattered away from the 

people and places they felt most connected to. It was a rupture of intimacy, tearing 

families and neighbors apart. A jarring and disjointing of the communal body, 

pulled apart by hands too strong for them. And it felt to the people like a separation 

from God who had claimed them as God’s own. The pain was unimaginable. And 

the prophetic writings like Jeremiah’s move through cycles of wondering why, 

hearing judgment about their own complicity, and finally God’s promise of 

restoration.  

Jeremiah sees a vision for much-awaited relief: 

“[The One] who scattered Israel will gather [them], 

  and will keep [them] as a shepherd a flock.” 

 11For the Lord has ransomed Jacob, 

  and has redeemed [the people] from hands too strong for [them]” 

What strikes me is the change in tense from the future promise that God will gather 

us back to the already-realized redemption from the hands that clutch and crush us. 

Forces too strong for us to bear on our own.  

 

2020 felt in many ways like a strangle-hold. But the pandemic was not the only 

weight bearing down on our communities. Though its ripple effects highlight the 

ways we have consistently neglected those most vulnerable – the already poor, the 

communities with little access to healthcare, those with previous mental health 

issues, the unemployed and essential workers that often work in the lowest-paying 
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jobs. Disproportionately it is black and brown bodies, black and brown flesh, doing 

this work that puts them at greater risk. We have lost so many and so much this 

past year. And we witnessed again in stark images what happens to human bodies 

when force is brought down on them. But just as the images of George Floyd and 

Breonna Taylor’s deaths were not the first-time black bodies were violated by the 

powers, it also was not the last.  

Some who hear this sermon will have a reaction to my words that might sound 

something like this: “Well, that was last year. Why are we still talking about this?” 

I know that we are tired and all the caring about these things can be exhausting. 

And our longing for an end to the suffering and pain can cause us to push ahead, as 

if we can control the outcome by turning a calendar page.  

 

We are not so different from those in Jeremiah’s time. 2500 years may have passed 

between us but human flesh behaves the same. The exile of the people from God 

was not the result of outside forces alone. It was brought on by their own 

complacency about the priorities of God for them and the world into which God 

planted them. The rupture of intimacy between God and God’s people is the result 

of our own sin. Our desire to keep the Word and purposes of God at a distance 

from our daily lives. Maybe even bound up with holidays that we can celebrate 

once a year and then pack up and put away in the closet for another 11 months.  

 

But God will not be kept at a distance. Cannot be bound by our fears and 

exhaustion. Is not limited to a day on the calendar. God chose to be born into finite 

flesh so that we, God’s people, cannot turn away from the responsibility to live as 

God’s children in the world. There would no longer be a rupture of intimacy 

between us and God because God’s dwelling is our very own bodies. “The Word 
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became flesh and lives among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a 

father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”  

 

As the Christmas season draws to a close, we remember that we have been reborn 

again as children of God. Empowered by the very Word of God that has become 

flesh among us. Held in intimacy with God that is both beautiful and 

discomforting. It is the fullness of Christ that is grace upon grace that makes us 

living stones planted in the world to proclaim a hope and truth greater than 

anything we can imagine.  

 

 

 

  


