In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
This is the day that the Lord has made, we shall rejoice and be glad in it.  This is the day that the Lord has made, full of contradictions, mysteries, and nothing short of a fairy tale.  This is the day that the Lord has made, we will rejoice and be glad in it.  

Christmas is a time of celebration. Mollie tells me it is a special birthday. My dad cringes at the thought of accepting Christmas as a birthday. He stresses with all his retired Episcopal authority that Christmas is Christ’s Mass. Now that word itself can have any meaning you want it to have. It could mean celebrating and giving thanks for the Messiah that Jesus was and is. It could mean celebrating the mission of Christ as the word mass in Latin actually means dismissal which in Christian use has come to mean the thing that we are asked to do when dismissed from a worship service, which is to love and serve; in other words, Mass means mission and Christmas is the celebration of the mission of Christ. I could throw in a few more convoluted interpretations, but I think you get the picture.    

In some ways that is what makes religion so much fun; it can mean everything and anything to everyone and anyone.  For instance, last year my 3 year old niece Aeliya who goes to a Lutheran Nursery School came home to tell her mother the Christmas story that she thought happened this season some 2000 years ago. According to Aeilya three wise men came to see Jesus who lay in the manger.  Now these three wise men brought Marshmallows for Jesus. And Jesus ate them and said, Yum Yum!  
You may find this amusing but actually Aeliya was using a blend of St. Ignatius’ and St. Augustine’s approach to Biblical interpretation.  St. Ignatius urged the followers of Christ to imaginatively place themselves in the Gospel story while St. Augustine encouraged the reader to look for the elements of the Gospel story in their own lives. Whether we transport ourselves into a story or transport the story to a context, the issue is that the Scriptures have an array of intelligible meanings.
The problem does not seem to be the fact that there exists multiple meaning. For sure the medieval theologians believed that at least 4 meanings could be considered Right simultaneously when the Scripture is accepted 1. literally, that is, the story is true as told or heard, 2. prophetically, this is to say that something in the Old Testament is found being fulfilled in the New Testament, 3. Spiritually, when the story evokes an ethical or spiritual aspect of our living and 4. Eschatologically, meaning to say that when something on earth brings to mind heavenly glory. So, religious thinkers have always been very open to a possibility of multiple meanings, that is not the problem.  The problem is, who is right! With all due respect to St. Ignatius, the issue is no longer imagined when one finds oneself in the existential disposition of having to make the decision of who is right, your wife or your dad! At such instances neither metaphysics nor quantum physics is of much use; so, let’s turn to the Scriptures!

The Gospel story you heard today speaks about a census. The decree of Emperor Augustus was that all the world should be registered. Interestingly, unlike what one would expect from a Middle Eastern family of that day and age, Joseph and Mary seem to be travelling by themselves with no other family member accompanying them. It is particularly odd in the context that the entire world has filled up the city of Bethlehem to the point that there is no room for this couple in any place of comfort. Yet, there is no relative who may have also travelled to this city willing to share their accommodation with a pregnant young woman close to the time of her delivery. 
We could obviously dismiss it as an odd detail only important to those of us who like to think of stories as literal descriptions.  We all know that God sometimes speaks to us in the most odd ways possible. For instance, just a few days back Calvary Nursery School was having its Christmas chapel.  Parents were in attendance and I had just shared the Christmas story with the little ones in their presence. Now it was the time to pray and offer our thanks to God.  So, as is our custom, during the prayer which I lead and they repeat after me, we all began to say things that we individually wished to thank God for – one child said, for donkeys, another said, for sheep, yet another said, for daddy, and another for babies, and in this outburst of prayer petitions which I was finding hard to keep up with and have the entire group repeat after me, came a thanksgiving that none could ever expect.  One little 3 year old girl joyfully said, for sex!  At this point, my eyes opened and I saw dropped jaws of blushing red mothers completely shocked, amazed, amused, confused, and all other emotions that one could imagine at such an instance.  Thankfully, the teacher knew what the little one was actually saying! This little girl wanted to thank God for Insects!   
But that made me wonder about what God said at that moment that we at times seem not to consider while thinking about the Christmas story. Sex is that one thing that is so deliberately missing from the Christmas story.  Mary is very forthright with the angel when she says, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”  To add to the irony in the intention of this story, Jesus is shown to be from the line of David which Joseph brings to the story, the same Joseph who had no role to play in the procreative process.  There is yet another irony to Jesus’ genealogy according to Luke, Jesus is the son of Adam who as the Gospel writer puts it, is the “son of God”! While at the same time, Jesus’ conception is itself an act of God much like that of the creation of Adam and therefore the genealogy making the connection between Adam and Jesus is so blatantly irrelevant.  
But that is certainly not the extent of contradictions of this story.  On the one hand the shepherds are being told of this birth with a heavenly glory of angels singing and praising God for the birth of this Prince of Peace, while his birth has taken place in the humblest of locations.  The Shepherds take upon themselves to share this good news, while the woman who should be the greatest evangelist keeps all of these God’s doings in her heart and meditates on them. 
My favorite contradiction is in the message of the angels to the shepherds and how we wish to think of God and religion today.  A few weeks ago Bishop Frey the retired Bishop of Colorado said something very interesting, he said and I quote, “"Evangelism is our primary calling, the church that doesn't evangelize the culture gets evangelized by the culture,” end quote. Today our culture impresses upon us to be all inclusive. The Gospel emphasized today in our culture is that God loves everybody, no strings attached.  I, like most of you, cannot disagree with that statement.
But I am told the story of a priest who once stood in a queue at the pearly gates. As he stood in this long line that did not seem to move at all, he witnessed another line moving rather rapidly.  By the time he reached the angel’s counter directing people to their appropriate destinations, he saw that the line moving the fastest was that of the Jews who were being sent away in really nice stretch limousines while the line that he stood in ended up in a shabby looking bus that would perhaps not even pass inspection for emissions.  
Furious at this injustice, the priest asks the angel to explain the reason for this injustice.  The angel responds, Reverend, the same rules apply here as they do on earth, the boss’ relatives get the best service!

The angels say to the Shepherds, “on earth, peace among those whom he favors”!   This statement is troubling.  What is the criteria of God’s favor?  Does God favor an elected nation?  Does God favor doers of certain acts?  Does God favor a particular theology, for instance, that of inclusion and social justice? Does God favor the poor?  Does God favor those who Evangelize? I am sure I could go on for ever and ever with this list. I am also sure that you have heard sermons after sermons proving that God favors this or that.  But what does God favor?
This is a difficult question to answer. However, what is clear in the Christmas story is that being chosen to carry out God’s plan is God’s favor. Mary was favored by God to bring to the world the Son of God. She was not favored to evangelize!  The Shepherds were favored to evangelize, they were not favored to give the baby Jesus his family lineage. Joseph was favored to provide Jesus with a Davidic genealogy. The wise men were favored to give testimony to the birth of a child that causes the highest and the most favored to bow down and accept the miracle of Christmas.

Yes friends, if today we find quantum physics’ assertion that light is a particle as well as a wave, then we should also be willing to accept the apparent contradictions of the Gospel message. Each particle of the Gospel message creates its own wave with its own purpose.  While quantum physics may evoke awe in us, the Gospel story does much more than that, it gives us the opportunity to accept God’s favor by accepting our call in God’s uniquely complex divine-human narrative.  

One thing is for sure, that when God talks and announces God’s favor, jaws drop out of disbelief.  At such a moment of hearing God’s favor, when the hearer is overcome with fear, humility, pride, a renewed sense of hope, a feeling of complete liberation, a sense of complete submission to God’s plan and a whole array of contradicting feelings, thoughts, and emotions, at this time, the hearer of God’s call in complete humility and pride can say, “and from now on all generations will call me blessed.” The poor shepherds can evangelize the birth of a prince. 
Yes friends, God has favored all of us this day, and many other days in our lives, with a call to act on His desire for us. Yes, God loves everyone, but this love comes attached simultaneously with no strings and with strings attached; the strings to act on what God has favored each one of us to do, the no strings because God’s love is unconditional.

This is a contradictory message, this is the message of Christmas. But that’s okay, because all contradictions, oddities, and ironies coexist in God’s favor. 
Perhaps the greatest irony is that when God talks and we go into a state of disbelief, at that time, only belief helps us understand. Only belief makes the most unbelievable event of human history a celebration of the birth of our Messiah whose mission we are called to make our very own.
May God help us understand God’s favor for each of our lives. Merry Christmas!
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