 Pray 
I wonder…What’s your favorite Christmas activity? One of mine is… not sledding…not making Christmas cookies… nor even is my favorite activity watching the classic Christmas movies with hot chocolate. Those are all great, but nothing tops the awe and wonder inspired by a trip to… Home Depot or Lowes.
The magic actually starts way back in October. The kids can be fussy or bickering, we the parents exhausted, fussy, and sometimes bickering but when we walk into one of those stores, for a moment the worries melt away because of the power of the lights. The doors open and you are greeted by incredible sights, trees, inflatables, lights of all shapes and sizes, and this year a ten-foot-tall Yeti from the movie Rudolph. All the problems of the world don’t disappear but for 10 to 20 minutes the kids run from display to display. Smiles beaming for there is joy when you bask in the light. For the briefest of reprieves I am reminded, Light Makes a Difference.
We or at least I need reminders of this truth, light makes a difference.
When worried about our country or the state of the world, light makes a difference.
When loved one’s face health concerns or hardships, light makes a difference.
When we feel powerless, hopeless, exhausted, or filled with fear…say it with me so I know your with me…light makes a difference.
The people present in our Gospel reading knew what it was to feel this way. For they were without power, wrestling with fear, and in need of hope. There is just a hint of this in this beloved Christmas story from Luke; for we read that Mary and Joseph were traveling because of a… census. The Romans wanted an accurate count, not out of curiosity, not so that folks could be more accurately represented in a democratic process, but so that the empire could maximize economic exploitation. Rome wanted to tax. For those that objected to the control, influence and exploitation by a colonizer, Rome made sure to use violence to subdue the population. In fact, right around the birth of Jesus, in Year Four BCE, 2,000 Jews were crucified. Brutally and publicly executed by a Roman General in response to attempted rebellion.
I wonder if Mary and Joseph knew any of those killed.



I wonder if as they traveled Mary and Joseph or others had to walk by the places where crucifixions had taken place. For like, strange fruit in the Jim Crow South, Rome would leave the dead hanging as a reminder of what happens to those who resist.
Without question those traveling would have heard stories of Rome's violence. The threat of which forces Mary near or at full term to travel putting her life and her baby’s life at risk. For the empire cares more about wealth and power than it does the lives of the poor and vulnerable. 
On Christmas we love to bask in the light of the holiday with cute Christmas Pageants, joyful carols, and time with those we love most. Yet, we cannot overlook the state of the world Jesus was born into. For this is a world we are oh so familiar with. In acknowledging the magnitude of darkness, of evil, of brokenness, we then also gain awareness of the awesome power of light. Light that makes a difference.
We hear about this light along with some shepherds. Already here we have a clue that God is doing something new, something surprising, subversive and extraordinary for news of this light does not appear to the emperor or anyone in power but to lowly shepherds. An Angel appears and proclaims, “I bring you good news of great joy for all the people, to you is born, in the city of David, a Savior who is the Messiah.” The story continues to get even more rebellious when the Angel is surrounded by what scripture tells us is “a multitude of heavenly hosts.” What gets lost in translation is that the words used for “multitude of hosts” are the same Greek words used to describe military formations. An Angelic platoon appears, yet unlike earthly armies this one does not fight with might but their marching orders are to raise some praise. Praise that a Savior is born. Praise that light has come and this light makes a difference.
The shepherds leave to go see this child, maybe to confirm they weren’t simply imagining all that had occurred, or perhaps motivated by a desire, a hope, faith, that God was indeed up to something. They find the baby, Jesus, Immanuel, God with us, not in a palace but in a barn, sleeping in the feed bin. Then the story tells us they begin to share this news. There is no threat that compels them. God does not order or command them. Rather the news is too great to keep to themselves. Like a child moving from Christmas display to Christmas display at a big box store, “Mom! Dad! Come see this one! Look! Look! Look!”



The Gospel of John tells the story like this… “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overtake it.”
Dear church, what if we viewed our calling to be like the Angels, a multitude organized not for fighting but for praising. Brought together to collectively give thanks for the ways the Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer is present and active in the world. Together proclaiming to a world that still knows violence, economic exploitation, whose leaders are motivated by self-interest, a world that contains plenty to fear, proclaim that light has, still, and will always make a difference. Christ is shining, and we know that his life, death, and resurrection have shown us his light, for his love will not be overtaken. This day we celebrate not our Christmas Activities but God’s, for we are like the shepherds, like a child standing in front of a Christmas display, we are gathered here to bask in the light, the lovw of Christ, the promise of his presence that enters into our broken world and into our story. Jesus Light does not just make a difference, Jesus and his love changes everything. Thanks be to God and Merry Christmas!
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