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 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a 

town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man 

whose name was Joseph, of the house of David.  The virgin’s 

name was Mary.   

And the angel came to her and said, “Greetings, favored 

one!  God is with you.”   

But she was much perplexed by the angel’s words and 

pondered what sort of greeting this might be.   

The angel said to her, “Don’t be afraid, Mary, for you have 

found favor with God.  And now, you will conceive in your womb 

and bear a child, whom you will name Jesus.   

This child will be great, and will called the Child of the Most 

High, and on this child the Sovereign God will bestow the throne 

of David’s lineage.  Jesus will reign over the house of Jacob 

forever, and of that reign there will be no end.”   

Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I’m a 

virgin?”   

The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 

and the power of the Most High will overshadow you;  

therefore the child to be born will be holy and will be called Child 

of God.  And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also 

conceived a child; and this is the sixth month for her who was said 

to be infertile.  For nothing will be impossible with God.”   

Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of God; let it be 

with me according to your word.”   

Then the angel departed from her.                      Luke 1:26-38 
 

The world feels less like a peaceful Christmas carol than like 

war-torn Bethlehem.  Palestinians clashed with Israeli soldiers this 

week.  Thousands of protesters faced off against security forces in 

Jerusalem, Ramallah and Bethlehem.  Rioters threw stones at 

troops who responded with bigger weapons.  At least four 

Palestinians were killed.  This is not the year to sing, “O little 

town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie.” The world is not 

peaceful.    

Yemen is running out of food and clean water.  Saudi Arabia 

refuses to let the ships bringing food and supplies unload.  Eleven 



million will soon be without safe water if there is no fuel for the 

water facilities.  Three million are in danger of starvation.  

400,000 children are already suffering from severe malnutrition.  

The world is not peaceful.   

According to some military analysts, our chances of war with 

North Korea are 30-50%.  If there is an outbreak, it is estimated 

that as many as 300,000 would be killed within the first few days.  

That is the estimate without the involvement of nuclear weapons.   

We want to believe war is unlikely, but then we remember what 

the North Koreans remember—the bombing campaigns that 

destroyed 80% of North Korea during the Korean Conflict.   

The U.S. dropped more bombs on North Korea than on all of the 

Pacific Theater in World War II.  Korean veterans of that war are 

still around.   

Sometimes our leaders sound casual about dropping bombs 

on their grandchildren.  We look down on North Korea for reasons 

that should sound familiar—a large prison population, a history of 

discrimination, spending more on its military than on the well-

being of its people.  Recognizing that we have more in common 

than we would like to admit makes war seem more possible.  The 

world’s problems do not seem as far away as they once did.  Our 

country is not peaceful.   

We argue over cake shops, Muslim ban #4, sexual 

misconduct, tax bills that look out for the two out of every one 

thousand who used to pay an estate tax, and 800,000 

undocumented young immigrants facing deportation to countries 

they do not remember. 

The conflicts are not just about how we feel about the 

president.  We have become people who choose our side on issues 

on the basis of where we live rather than on what we think.  In the 

last presidential election, of the nation’s just over 3,000 

counties—less than one in ten was decided by less than 10% of 

the vote.  There were almost 1200 counties decided by more than 

50 points (Time, 12/11/17, 24) We decide what we think by who 

we are against.   



The turmoil outside seeps inside.  Some of our problems 

sound like first world problems, but that does not keep them from 

being problems.  Our own hearts are not peaceful.  We are afraid.   

Maybe you worry about cancer or heart disease.  You worry 

about the pain in your shoulder that keeps coming back,  

the nights you cannot fall asleep, or figure out why you cannot fall 

asleep.   

You worry about the boss who does not want you to like 

your job, who cannot see how hard you are working.  So you work 

harder and the people around you get less attention, and you are 

not having any fun.  Your health starts to suffer, not like you need 

to go to the doctor, but you feel slow, worn down, and heavy. 

Or you worry because you do not matter like you used to.   

People used to want your time—and it made you crazy.  Now they 

leave you alone—and you do not know what to do.   

Christmas has always been for people who long for peace.  

The first Christmas ended with King Herod’s soldiers waving 

swords in the streets, mothers clutching their babies, hiding in the 

cellar, trying not to breathe too loudly, and begging their infants 

not to cry.  The horrible part of the Christmas story, the slaughter 

of the innocents, was as violent as anything that will happen in 

Bethlehem this year.   

 Christmas began with a frightened girl hardly old enough to 

have any child, let alone this child.  Nazareth was not much, a 

rundown village in an obscure province of Rome.  A teenage girl 

in Nazareth did not have a lot to hope for.  If Mary was like 99% 

of the girls around her, she was illiterate and poor and had few 

opportunities.   

The angel looks several times to make sure the address is 

right.  Gabriel begins, “Good morning, favored one.  God is with 

you.”   

 Mary is confused, disoriented, and befuddled.   

 The angel calls her by name: “Mary, don’t be afraid.”   

When someone says “Don’t be afraid” you should probably 

be afraid.   



Gabriel tells her what the child is to be named, who he is to 

be, and something of what is about to happen.  The superlatives 

Gabriel uses are dazzling:  the child of the Highest, the throne of 

David, a reign that goes on forever, and a kingdom that has no 

boundaries. 

 Gabriel makes it sound wonderful, but Mary knows that 

having a baby is going to make her life harder.  She thinks she has 

come up with the loophole she so wants to find.  She knows that a 

baby does not fit the facts of her relationship to Joseph.   

She starts to explain to Gabriel—who is an angel after all—

the process by which human babies are conceived.  “I’m a virgin.  

Women are treated horribly around here, but I’m still a virgin.”   

We want to imagine Mary thumbing through bride’s 

magazines, trying on dresses, and picking centerpieces for the 

reception, but marriage was less like a romance and more like 

buying a servant. Women were property.   

An early tradition is that Mary was an orphan.  Her name 

means bitter. Her life is hard and an angel is telling her that it is 

about to get harder.   

Gabriel understands that what he is saying is difficult to 

believe so he tries to prove it.  Her Aunt Elizabeth, childless and 

beyond child-bearing age, will have a son, too.   

 The future of creation hangs on the response of a ninth 

grader.  It makes you wonder who was the second choice, or if 

Mary was the first one asked.   

Mary wishes that she was older or somehow more 

prepared—though it is hard to imagine how anyone could prepare 

for such a thing.  Her parents will be heartbroken.  Joseph is 

understanding, but no one is this understanding.   

Mary hurries to Elizabeth’s, half to see if it is true, and half 

to have someone to talk to if somehow it turns out to be true.   

When Mary arrives, she knows that every bit of it is so.  Mary 

experiences peace beyond her complicated life, peace that is more 

than finishing the to-do list, and more than the absence of 

problems.  



Mary sees that the coming of this child is about more than 

her becoming a mother.  There are bigger issues than whether 

Joseph is going to hang around.  This child is the promise of peace 

deeper than the troubles that overwhelm us.   

Just like in a Broadway musical, Mary breaks into song: 

“I’m bursting with good news.  I’m dancing to God’s music.   

God’s love flows in, wave after wave.  God scatters the arrogant.   

God knocks tyrants off their high horses and pulls victims out of 

the mud.  The starving poor sit down to a banquet.  The callous 

rich are left out in the cold.  God remembers the hurting.”   

She sings of strength more powerful than any army, dignity 

that extends to the lowest, kindness more profound than 

arrogance, and peace greater than our fears.  Mary’s song ought to 

be considered the first Christmas carol, but the Magnificat will not 

be heard nearly so many times as Santa Claus is Coming to Town. 

Mary’s song is for those who have been crying and have good 

reasons to pout.  Mary sings of God who brings peace to the 

hurting. 

 Mary’s song is out of step with the way Christmas is 

celebrated.  Commercials suggest that Christmas is for happy, 

successful people in smiling, wealthy families who surprise each 

other with luxury cars, because that is what Christmas is about.   

But Christ comes for grieving people with broken homes, for 

children who hunger for food, for the lonely who hunger for love, 

and for everyone who hungers for peace.  God comes to be with 

us in our dark valleys, to bind our broken hearts, and to carry us 

when we are weary.  No matter how dark it seems, there is light.  

No matter how hurt we are, there is healing.  No matter how 

abandoned we feel, there is another.   

We see the Christmas story best by the light of our own 

worst troubles.  When we are hurting we understand that Christ 

comes to be the peace that we need. 

 Browning Ware wrote this about the peace of Christ’s 

coming:  “When I was younger, I thought there was an answer to 

every problem.  And for a time, I knew all of the answers.  I knew 

about parenting until I had children.  I knew about divorce until I 



got one.  I knew about suicide until three of my closest friends 

took their lives in the same year.  I knew about the death of a child 

until my child died.   

“I’m not as impressed with answers as I once was.  Answers 

seem so pallid, sucked dry of blood and void of life.  Knowing 

answers leads us to make pronouncements.   

“I still have a few friends or acquaintances who are 100 

percent sure on almost everything, and are ready to make 

pronouncements on marriage problems, teen pregnancies, or 

whatever is coming down the pike.   

“But when we get shoved into our valley of the shadow, a 

pronouncement is the last thing we need.  We try to make 

everything fit our easy answers, but more important and satisfying 

than getting all the answers is knowing the one who is the 

answer.” 

 You and I are not going to find a peace that solves all of our 

problems.  We are not going to receive kindness from everyone 

around us.  We are not going to see our fears disappear.  We are 

not going to have perfect friends or a perfect family.  We are not 

going to see all our dreams come true.   

We need a different understanding of peace, not peace as a 

warm fuzzy feeling, but peace as something more.  We need 

God’s peace.  We need to know that we are loved when we do not 

feel it.  We need to give God our confusion, disorientation, and 

befuddlement.  We need to know that though God does not give 

us the peace of perfection, God gives us the peace of eternity.  We 

are never going to get all the pieces of the puzzle together, but we 

can recognize that there is a bigger, better picture to see. 

 This time of year, you may hear someone who is going 

through a hard time say, “It just doesn’t feel like Christmas.”   

If you have experienced a loss—the death of a loved one, a broken 

relationship, the end of a job, or the end of a dream—then 

Christmas may seem like another source of sorrow.   

But, from the start, Christmas has been for hurting people.   

God comes to Bethlehem that is filled with angry protesters and 

frightened soldiers.  God comes to those who are suffering.   



Christmas is not about pretending to be happy.  Christmas is God 

bringing peace in the midst of sorrow. 

A shaky legend has it that in the 16th century, after Martin 

Luther had inadvertently begun the Reformation, been found 

guilty of heresy, been excommunicated from the church, and 

learned that his enemies were trying to kill him, he went through a 

struggle with depression.   

On Christmas Eve Luther went for a walk to talk with God 

about how hard his life was.  Luther was in the middle of the 

forest and a long list of complaints when he saw a small 

evergreen.  Through the pine needles, the stars twinkling on the 

dark night made it appear that the tree was decorated with lights.   

The scene reminded Luther of the stars above Bethlehem on the 

night of Jesus’ birth.   

According to this unreliable legend, he was so taken by this 

sign of God’s peace that he cut the small fir tree down and set it 

up in his living room for his children to see.  He put tiny candles 

on the tree making it a wonderful symbol of God’s peace that 

comes in the midst of sorrow—and an incredible fire hazard.   

Christmas is the beginning of a small, counter-cultural 

community of believers that put their faith in God’s peace, and 

none of their trust in the arrogance of the majority.   

God comes to spend Christmas with us.  When we gather for 

Christmas dinner and there is an empty chair at the table, God 

comes.  When we are wondering if we will have anyone to join for 

Christmas dinner, God comes.  When someone we love does not 

recognize the love we feel, God comes.  When we experience an 

emptiness that cannot be explained, God comes.  God comes with 

the gift of peace.   
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