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John 1: 1-5, 14

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.  What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

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.

Dear Friends, grace to you and peace this Christmas Eve from the one who comes as Light that shines in our darkness.  Amen.

Complete this sentence.  Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without ________________.

Or….It just wouldn’t feel like the holidays without _____________________.

What is the thing for you that makes or breaks Christmas?  Presents?  Family?  That one special ornament hung on the tree?  Figgy pudding?  Fruitcake?  Pumpkin pie?

There are four books in the bible that tell the story of Jesus’ birth and life.  Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  We call them the four Gospels.  If each of these Gospel writers were to complete the sentences that we just did, we’d get at least four different answers.  Because each of the authors of these books, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, tells the Christmas story just a little bit differently.

So for Matthew, for example, Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without the wise men coming to visit Jesus.  Matthew is the only Gospel that mentions the wise men, bringing gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh to the Christ child.

For Luke it just wouldn’t feel like the holidays without angels coming to visit shepherds.  Angels pop up all over Luke’s Gospel, bringing messages of hope and peace to people who are afraid.

And then there’s John.  Read the book of John sometime.  It’s an interesting one.  A great place to start if you’re reading the bible for the first time, actually.  John doesn’t tell the Christmas story like we might be used to hearing it.  Instead, this is how the first chapter of John’s Gospel begins:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.  What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

No angels or shepherds or wise men here.  Not even a pregnant Mary or nervous Joseph.

For John there is something else that is even more central to the story of Jesus’ birth.  Light.

In John’s Gospel, Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without light.

Listen to more of the first chapter of John…

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.  He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him.  He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.  The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.

It’s all about light for John.  It just wouldn’t feel like the holidays without light.

And you’ve got to admit, he’s onto something, John is.  Can you imagine Christmas without light?  Without soft lights in windows and bright lights on trees?

And then there are the candles that we light tonight, on Christmas Eve.  We’ll darken the sanctuary and hear John’s words about light read again.  As we sing “Silent Night,” we’ll share our tiny flame with our neighbor and illuminate this whole room.  It will be a mesmerizing experience.  

Part of what makes this night-before-Christmas ritual so alluring is the stark contrast between darkness and light…the way that those lit candles pierce the dark to brighten faces and hearts and voices.  We can’t help but be drawn into the event.  After weeks of shopping for gifts and baking cookies …we allow ourselves, for just a few minutes, to stare into the flame we hold in front of us and forget about the stress that accompanies our holiday frenzy.

The letting go and forgetting can be soothing.  During this candle-lighting we give ourselves over to something that is much simpler than the hurried life we have been living.  All is calm and bright and comforting.

The Christmas Eve ritual is so serene, sometimes I forget that what I have at the end of my wick is actually fire.  I forget that one wrong move could set the whole church ablaze or, at the very least burn my fingers with hot, dripping wax.

This is the risk of Christmas traditions, I suppose.   We can become so caught up in the spectacle of it all that we forget what it is that we’re really encountering.  Fire can easily be disguised as tranquil flame.  And God can come to us in the form of something as unassuming as a little baby.

I suspect this is why so many turn out for worship on Christmas Eve.  The allure of candles makes us forget that this babe born in Bethlehem came to earth to die.  Singing lullabies like “Silent Night” can convince us that this thing called Christianity is a lot tamer than it really is.

But just like calming candles don’t come without the risk of starting a house fire, so too a Baby Jesus born in a manger doesn’t come without the risk of turning an entire world upside down.  If you don’t believe me, come back to church on Sunday and hear the continuation of the Christmas story.  Not long after Jesus was born, King Herod got word of this new prince that had arrived and ordered that all the baby boys in his city be killed, to try to eliminate any threat to his own power.

Even the tiniest flame has the potential to set a whole city ablaze.

And the thing is, you can’t have one without the other.  You can’t have lit candles without the chance of there being a bigger fire.  And you can’t worship the Christ child on Christmas Eve without being open to this baby boy consuming your life like a roaring inferno.

This is the risk we take by coming to worship tonight and lighting candles.  It’s the risk we take by daring to call ourselves Christ-followers on Christmas Eve.  Tonight there is a very real possibility that the wax will drip and things will get messy, or really, really hot…and Jesus might make his home not only in Bethlehem, but also in our hearts.

The risk is that when we stare into our candles tonight, instead of forgetting about cares and worries and holiday craziness…instead of forgetting we are drawn into a deeper kind of remembering…remembering that we are dealing with real fire and a real God.  

And just in case those hypnotizing flames still tempt us to forget what it is we’re really doing…our Lord gives us yet another reminder… 

It’s a reminder that comes to us in bread and wine, the body and blood of Christ.  When you come forward tonight to receive it you can do so with two hands, shaped like a cradle, to remind you that in his birth and in his death Jesus Christ was given for us.  In this holy meal we remember that, even wrapped in swaddling clothes…even hidden in a wafer and a little bit of wine, Jesus comes to us fully Divine and full of fire this Christmas.
In Holy Communion we encounter a God who, by becoming human, took a risk on us and expects the same in return.

It’s surprising, isn’t it?  That Jesus would ask so much on Christmas Eve.  You’d think a baby boy wouldn’t require a lot of us except to look at him lovingly, forgetting about the rest of the world and getting lost in his cuteness.

But, on second thought, maybe it’s exactly what we should expect.  After all, can you think of anything that demands more of our time and our energy than a newborn infant?  I can only think of one thing…a newborn king.

Jesus came into our world this Christmas deserving as much devotion and attention as we give these candles that we hold so carefully.  He came not to give us permission to forget about darkness and difficulty, but to help us remember.  To remember that what we hold in our hands and our hearts this holiday has real power.  Power to pierce the darkness and difficulty, power to set our faith ablaze, power to turn the whole world upside down.  

We worship on this night with real fire and with a real God.  Their potency won’t let us exist as forgetful people, half-asleep and hypnotized by other fleeting kinds of flames.  Tonight candles and bread and wine help us to remember that God came to us as tiny baby and as a blazing inferno.  Because of Jesus we can choose to live differently this Christmas…as people of light and hope and fervor and fire.

So lift your candles high.  Sing “Silent Night” with all the spirit you can muster.  And stare into the flame you hold in front of you.  Don’t let yourself drift off to sleep just yet.  But look long into your candle light and remember John’s words about light that shines in the darkness.

And the darkness did not overcome it.

Amen.

