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The story is so… beautifully familiar. We come to hear it spoken through word and song and the 

quiet hush of expectation that fills this night. 

  

It is a story that hangs on the edge of impossible, somehow containing a truth so simple yet 

powerful…and we stretch again to grasp it.  

  

What a privilege it is to be together now, to hear it again, to embrace that peace again… to lean 

into that hope again… 

 

As we approached tonight during Advent, I spent time “listening” quietly to the story again. I 

waited to hear which word or phrase would ask me to pause, which word or phrase might raise 

questions from these words I believe we already know so very well.  And this year, it was,                                                                  

“this will be a sign for you…” that gave me pause. A sign of good news and great joy.   

 

It does not surprise me, in the flow of this beloved story, that the sign is given to a group of 

shepherds, probably a bit rough, maybe even a bit smelly from living out in the fields with a 

bunch of sheep. After all we have already been told that God chose a young -of no particular 

note- girl,  and a man who was not yet her husband to be the ones to literally carry the child.    

And I think for many of us, we are able to see in the shepherds, Mary and Joseph the idea that 

God will work through all people in any circumstance. ---  But it does continue to inspire me that 

they said YES, throwing expectations, reputation, and trust into God’s hands. 

 

But again, what about this talk of a sign that will point all people to the good news and great joy,    

what about this sign that points to THE Savior born TODAY.  What about this sign that is a child 

- wrapped in simple bands of cloth and lying in a…manger? 

 

Let’s go back to the scene. I see in my minds eye these shepherds, out in the dark of night, a sky 

lit only by stars, when they are caught up into “the glory of the Lord” with an angel standing in 

front of them.  My imagination expects that these shepherds are flooded in light, a blaze that 

overtakes all the darkness around them.  
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And this is where these shepherds are told of a “sign” whose description would not seem like a 

sign of anything significant at all.  A child, one among many, born into a deeply humble and 

precarious circumstance.  Born to people who are strangers to them. There is no reason to expect 

them to have any kind of connection to their lives; they are just travelers, without a place to stay, 

depending on others to offer them some kind of hospitality - that a shepherd would not have to 

offer. Why would that be a sign of any significance? 

   

After all, they had been standing in what would seem like THE sign any of us could be 

awakened by; an overpowering light, a messenger sent from God who is quickly joined by a 

multitude singing praises to God. You would think this would be the kind of a sign to look for, 

wouldn’t you?  I mean,  if we are speaking of Good News of Great Joy for ALL people,                          

it should look pretty flashy.  But no, somehow that is not the sign.  

 

That is not what the messenger pointed them to.  

  

The angels will leave, taking the glorious sound and light show with them. But before they did, 

they sang of who the sign was for.  For YOU, the shepherds heard.  For you and all people. 

And you will hear these shepherd respond, “Let us go now…”                                                      

And something about this story feels as if they must have tumbled through the now darkened 

night.  Out of the flock and fields, fully expecting to find the sign – hearts ready to see it.       

And when they do, they will not be able to help but speak of this sign – believing it to indeed be 

their Savior. 

 

Someone suggested that most of us live our lives  with little, if any real experience of  anything 

miraculous.     But we here tonight know that is not so.                                                                                      

We come tonight to remind ourselves that the ultimate miracle came in the form of child, the 

very real sign of God’s saving peace, hope, love, and joy. 

 

We come tonight knowing that we need this miracle, this gift, in our lives every day.  A sign of 

God that may come to us in amazing ways that turn our circumstances inside out. Such as those 

things we celebrate; new birth, health, homecomings, a sense of place and purpose,   

relationships of love and healing. But this is also the sign that not only comes to us, but stays 

with us in times of grief or loss, stress, pain, brokenness. 

 

This sign that is light flickering in the dark, like the candles we will light here tonight,   

reminding us that hope is there, within each of us. 

 

I cannot help but want to reflect with you, in the beauty of this sanctuary tonight, on what kind of 

signs of God we see- close at hand and  around us in the world.  What do we see …and what 

might we miss; either because we do not look or because we do not expect to see.    

 

I love this beautiful story of Jesus’ birth.  The opportunity to peer again into the manger and look 

for the face of God  in the image of that newborn, vulnerable, homeless child.  And it reminds 

me on this night of another one of my favorite stories, or parables, that Jesus himself tells.                                                                                   

A story he tells just a few days before he will be betrayed and go to the cross.  
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In this story there is a King (also known as Jesus) who speaks to the people about the promise 

they will receive and experience -  through the way they cared for him; when they fed him 

because he was hungry,  when they welcomed him even as a stranger, when they gave him 

clothing because he needed it, cared for him when he was sick, visited him in prison.   

But the people are confused by this story and will ask- but when did we do this; when did we 

feed you and welcome you, when did we cloth and care for you; when did we visit you in prison?      

And Jesus helped them understand by saying, whenever you did these things to others you did it 

to me.   

 

Through these book-end lessons, we are told to look for signs of God’s love and glory.  To look 

and see God’s face - in a vulnerable child, clothed only in bands of cloth, laying in a feeding 

trough for animals.  And to remember that somehow that image is a sign of God’s profound love 

for us.  And to believe that this sign IS Emmanuel/God with us.  

  

And then Jesus, that child now grown and preparing us for his cross tells us; look for a sign of 

God’s love and glory in the face and heart of others, no matter what their circumstances are.    

This is an ongoing sign of God’s love in this world…in the way we love the unlovely…in the 

way we try to help free others from hardship, from want, from loneliness. In this we become a 

part of that sign. 

 

Tonight, as we remember this sign of God’s incredible love, we remember as we tell that ancient 

story, that it is still our story today. Tonight, the angels sing for us again, reminding us who the 

sign is for.  It is for YOU… it is for you and all people. 

 

God comes…God is with us…God loves us and God loves through us.  May we take up the sign 

and carry it with us, Amen. 

 


