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Christmas Eve 2019 
Luke 2:1-20 “For see, I am bringing you good news of great joy…” 

The Rev. Devon Anderson 
 
There is a music soundtrack that I listen to pretty much constantly throughout Advent and Christmas, 
and that is Benjamin Britten’s Ceremony of Carols.  In high school I sang second soprano in the senior 
girls’ choir – and for months we practiced Britten’s Ceremony, with its twelve, sequential choral pieces 
accompanied by a single harp.  For the Christmas concert we wore black, velvet dresses and carried 
candles in procession down the long aisles of the school auditorium. There is no Rose of such virtue, as 
is the Rose that bear Jesu. Alleluia. Alleluia. For in this Rose contained was, heaven and earth in little 
space.  Britten wrote the music to this 15th century poetry on a ship from America to England in 1942.  
And though it pales next to the magnificence of Handel’s Messiah, Ceremony of Carols is my preferred 
sacred music for the holidays.  Twenty-six minutes of sheer perfection, harkening me back to Christmas 
past, cued up in my car on the first Sunday of Advent, and running the whole season and beyond. 
 
For in this Rose contained was, heaven and earth in little space.  Heaven and earth in little space.  
That’s Christmas right there, described ensconced in that tidy, little verse.  Christmas is a night unlike 
any other, a space unlike any other – that clear moment when heaven bows down and earth rises up to 
meet it, when the ordinary of life meets the glory of God, when the quotidian and the divine embrace.  
The Irish call it a “thin place.”  Anthropologists call it a “liminal” moment, a threshold between the 
‘what was’ and the ‘next,’ a transition, of sorts, a moment of movement and change, but most 
importantly - connection.  You can call it anything you want, but I call it: joy.   
 
Joy – that often-misunderstood word.  Not an emotion, deeper than happiness, more complex than 
cheerfulness, more holy than contentment.  Joy – that energy when God comes among us, breaks into 
our lives, and stands there with us, as close to us as our own breath.  “Joy is the infallible sign of the 
presence of God,” wrote Pierre Teillhard (Tay-ard) de Chardin.  “Do not be afraid,” the angel instructs 
the shepherds, “for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this 
day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord…” Tonight is the night that God reaches 
into our lives here on earth, and offers us nothing less than himself, born in human form, in a stable.  
Born with humility and modesty, and with great vulnerability. Born to walk among us and teach us and 
love us.  Born to bring us joy.  The baby will grow up into a man, and toward the end of his life will 
remind the people: “These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy 
may be full.” (John 15:11) When I feel the presence of God reach down into my soul, into my heart to 
meet me in my ordinary, complicated life you can call it anything you want, but I call it – joy.   
 
I’ve been thinking a lot about joy this past Advent season.  I’ve read books.  I’ve discussed with clergy 
colleagues.  I’ve labored to come to some deeper understanding. And what I’ve come to is this: joy is a 
very tricky and elusive concept.  It’s hard to pin it down.  In a podcast with Father Greg Boyle this past 
week, Krista Tippet asked how he seemed to be able to maintain a sense of joy in the midst of his often-
traumatic ministry with recovering gang members in Los Angeles.  “How can it be,” Tippett asked, “that 
people like you or Bishop Tutu or the Dalai Lama work in the worst, most gut-wrenching circumstances, 
and still manage to have a sense of humor, still have a joyful outlook?”  Boyle paused for a minute and 
replied, “Well, Krista, discussing joy is like dissecting a frog – you can do it, but the frog dies in the 
process.” Check mate.   
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We talk a lot about joy, and the coming of joy, and the profession of joy during the holidays.  We don’t 
understand joy, but we want joy, and so we try to earn it by dissecting it, domesticating and 
commodifying it.  Picking up a salad this past week at Kowalski’s with a parishioner I watched as 
cashiers and baggers went about their work wearing sweatshirts that said: “The joy of good food” across 
the back.  Surfing Netflix for a movie to watch while wrapping gifts I stumbled upon Marie Kondo’s 
show “Tidying Up” in which she describes her mission to “spark joy in the world through cleaning.” 
Contestants on her show empty out their homes, deciding to keep or toss every, single possession they 
have based on whether or not it “brings them joy.”  Can a toaster bring joy? I guess I wasn’t aware.  The 
real joy is this very kind woman who, in the process of helping people clean out their homes, listens to 
their problems and shows them compassion.  Maybe the show’s producers are wiser than its viewers and 
are pulling a fast-one on us – hoping we get this deeper message about joy – that space when holy 
compassion meets the reality of our earthly lives.  
 
We, like sheep, go astray sometimes and in the end we know that joy doesn’t have a single thing to do 
with marketing strategies or home appliances.  Because what Christmas reminds us is that joy is about 
grace: grace brought about by “God with us” in Jesus – and, like God, joy is uncontrollable, unearned, 
wild, surprising.  “Happiness turns up more or less where you’d expect it to,” writes Frederick 
Buechner, “-- a good marriage, a rewarding job, a pleasant vacation.  Joy, on the other hand, is as 
notoriously unpredictable as the [God] who bequeathes it.”   
 
Another consideration is this: if joy is that space when heaven meets earth in little space, and if God is 
bringing heaven and we are bringing earth – then we need to have some respect for what we’re bringing 
to the party.  There’s a part of me that thinks that we believe our lives are too much of a mess to show 
up, that we use our messes to excuse ourselves from showing up, excuse ourselves from the expectation 
that God will, and does, meet us, where we are.  Let’s face it - Christmas is gritty and Christmas is hard.  
I have been a priest now for 22 years and one thing I know is that life struggles, whatever they may be, 
magnify during the holidays.  Any frailty or hardship or challenge or strained relationship or health 
concern or problem at work we may have always seems to intensify as Christmas draws near.  For 
weeks this Advent while Ceremony of Carols played, I drove all over the west metro visiting 
parishioners – in their homes, at work, in restaurants, and in hospitals – offering companionship, 
prayers, and support in the face of all kinds of circumstances: strained or dissolving marriages, children 
struggling with depression and anxiety, the onset of cancer, financial vulnerability, grief, 
unemployment, death of a loved one, family fractures, and the injustices of aging.  We’re a mess.  And 
that’s normal.  That’s life.  That’s humanity.  That’s the earth that we have to offer.   
 
Because we surround the Christmas story light and lovely ritual, because we’re busy singing songs of 
joy and peace, we sometimes forget how fragile and dangerous was Jesus’ coming into our world.  How 
the boot of the Roman Empire had crushed everything in its way.  How it had terrified the people and 
ruled them through terror and fear.  I think we tend to forget how ambiguous was Joseph’s heart, 
harboring a child not his own.  We might not remember how tenuous was Mary’s little life once it was 
discovered that she was pregnant and unmarried.  Childbirth in those days was risky even for wealthy 
women, let alone for a poor girl traveling in her ninth month the 80 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem 
through the lonely desert roads of Samaria, where the Gentiles didn’t take very kindly to poor Jews from 
the north.  Everything was a mess.  And it was human, and complicated, full of people trying to live as 
best they could in the chaos.  We tend to forget the shambles into which Jesus was born.  So much 
sorrow.  So much fear. But that is earth.  That was the earth that was available to open up and reach 
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toward the heavens, bravely follow the star, and receive the living God.  The 13th century mystic Rumi 
put it this way: “Sorrow prepares you for joy.  It violently sweeps everything out of your house, so that 
joy can find space to enter.  It shakes the yellow leaves from the bough of your heart, so that fresh, green 
leaves can grow in their place.  It pulls up the rotten roots, so that new roots hidden beneath have room 
to grow.  Whatever sorrow shakes from your heart, far better things will take their place.” 
 
And finally – joy almost never locates itself in the extraordinary moment, but rather in the ordinary and 
the mundane parts of our lives.  If you haven’t already seen it, please read the exceptional article in this 
week’s New Yorker entitled 77 Sunset Me: Notes on an Ending, by the magazine’s long-time art critic, 
Peter Schjeldahl (Skell-doll).  The piece is Schjeldahl’s last will and testament, of sorts, his final curtain 
call.  In it the Minnesota boy who made good tells his story of alcohol addiction and recovery, his 
writing career successes and failures, times he was a jerk, and his deep love for family.  “Meeting 
Brooke (his wife), having Ada (his daughter), and getting sober are my life’s top three red-letter days,” 
he writes. Schjeldahl has terminal lung cancer and he’s taking his last chance to tell the world what is 
truly important, what joy looks like, and what it doesn’t.  “Ada was present when my oncologist, at 
Memorial Sloan Kettering, gave me six months or so to live,” he writes.  “Ada asked me what I wanted 
to do.  Revisit Rome? Paris? I would forget that I said, ‘Nah.  Maybe a ball game.’  She arranged it, with 
family and friends: Mets versus Braves, at Citi Field.  Glorious.  Grandson Oliver caught a T-shirt from 
the mid-game T-shirt cannon.  Odds of that: several thousand to one.”  Toward the end of the piece he 
writes, “Dying is my turn to survey life from its far – now near – shore…Like a camera situated 
nowhere and taking in every last detail of the pulsating world. God creeps in.” 
 
And that’s all we need to know this holy and pulsating night – God creeps in, now, always and forever.  
Tonight God creeps in as a baby, meek and mild.  Some days as an epiphany or an awakening, other 
days as an expression of compassion, others as a T-shirt shot from a cannon.  God creeps in and meets 
us, always, where we are, as we are.  On this night, heaven and earth meet in this little space and as we 
take that truth in, our response can only be: joy.  St. Augustine, knowing this truth, said, “A Christian 
should be an Alleluia from head to foot.” May it be so.  Merry Christmas, and Alleluia.   
Sources: 
Ceremony of Carols: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hGYGQc4OXY0 
Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, p. 47. 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/12/23/the-art-of-dying 
 
 
 
 


