“Glory to God, Peace on Earth” — Dec. 29, 2024
First Sunday after Christmas
Luke 2:8-20

8 Now in that same region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their
flock by night. 9 Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone
around them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid, for see, 1
am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 11 to you is born this day in the city
of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign for you: you will find a
child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the
angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 14 “Glory to God in the highest
heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” 15 When the angels had left them
and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see
this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.” 16 So they went with
haste and found Mary and Joseph and the child lying in the manger. 17 When they saw this, they
made known what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at
what the shepherds told them, 19 and Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her
heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen,
just as it had been told them.. (NRSVUE)

“Year-End Clearance! Everything Must Go!”

We often see these signs in department and local stores after Christmas Day. Has
Christmas really ended? Although it may feel like Christmas is over, the season
actually begins on Christmas Eve or Day and continues until the Day of Epiphany
on January 6th.

Today is the first Sunday after Christmas and the last Sunday of this year.

Have you seen William Shakespeare’s romantic comedy, Twelfth Night? | saw it
in a play long ago in Korea. Although I hardly recall the content, | still remember
laughing throughout the play. Twelfth Night means the last day of the Christmas
season of twelve days, celebrated in old England.

Puritans didn’t like Christmas. In England, the Puritans outlawed Christmas in
1645. In America, there was a time when Puritans considered Christmas
observances “illegal,” “idolatrous,” or at least “undesirable remnants of Roman
Catholicism.”® In Massachusetts, Christmas was forbidden from 1659 to 1681.
Christmas became a federal holiday in the United States in 1870.
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No Christmas Trees. No illuminating decorations. No angelic trumpets! Shortly
after the birth of the baby Jesus in the stable, without the help of a doctor or
midwife, Joseph must have been busy and exhausted with the chores of childbirth
under the most challenging conditions. Mary and Joseph must have sighed in deep
relief, with gratitude, gazing at the eyes of a newborn baby. The Gospel of Luke
does not report details. Luke simply said, “Mary gave birth to her firstborn son and
wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger.”

This poor couple, Mary and Joseph, didn’t know the shepherds in the fields heard
the angel and the heavenly host singing, “Glory to God in the highest and peace on
earth!” Although shepherding evokes an idyllic and pastoral charm for the modern
reader and may remind us of Jesus’ connection with the line of David, shepherding
was a dangerous and demanding job. While everybody else was sleeping, the
shepherds had to stay awake. While everybody else was attending Sabbath worship
in the Jewish community, they had to stay in the field. Even worse, shepherds were
despised and treated almost as nonpersons.? Shepherding was a job that few people
wanted at the time.?

Suddenly, God’s angel stood among the shepherds and God’s glory blazed around
them. The shepherds were terrified. The angel said, “Don’t be afraid. I’'m here to
announce great and joyful news for all people. Today in the town of David a
Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. This is what you’re to
look for: a baby wrapped in clothes and lying in a manger.”

At once the angel was joined by a huge angelic choir singing God’s praises: “Glory
to God in the highest, and peace to all people on earth who please God.” The
chorus provided ““a divine interpretation” of what the angel had just announced.
Angels proclaimed the Good News to bring joy and peace to all God’s people.

And the birth of Jesus was a sign of God’s abundant love and grace.*

Matthew Henry’s commentary, written in the 18th century, is still inspirational:
“When we saw Him wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a manger, we were
tempted to say, ‘Surely this cannot be the Son of God.’ But, seeing His birth
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attended by a choir of angels, we shall say, Surely this can be no one other than
the Son of God.”®

As the angels left them and went into heaven, the shepherds talked it over: “Let’s
go to Bethlehem and see for ourselves what God has revealed to us.” They left,
running, and found Mary, Joseph, and the baby lying in the manger. They told
everyone they met what the angels had said about the child. Mary especially
treasured all those words, holding them dear, deep in her heart. The shepherds
returned, glorifying and praising God for everything they had heard and seen.

Not in the palace, but in the fields the Good News comes first to the poor and
lowly like the shepherds. In Matthew, three wise men were the first strangers who
visited baby Jesus. They were gentiles who couldn’t be more remote from the
Jewish worldview.® According to the standard of the Jewish purity system,
shepherds and gentiles alike were impure persons. The birth of Jesus was breaking
news from the beginning! Shepherds’ and gentiles’ responses to the divine
initiative foreshadow Jesus’ ministry for the lowly and outcast, breaking down
human-made dividing walls and embracing all people with God’s love.

Good News is still heard by the humble, the marginalized, and the powerless. The
angelic chorus is still singing “Glory to God in the highest and peace on earth!” in
this Christmas season.

St. Francis of Assisi is credited with creating the first live Nativity scene in 1223,
similar to the ones we know today. As we are called to be peace builders in our
hearts and around the world, near and far, | will share the Peace Prayer of Saint
Francis, which embodies the Christmas spirit. When | read the prayer, | invite you
to breathe in and out, praying with me from the heart:

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:
where there is hatred, let me sow love;
where there is injury, pardon;

where there is doubt, faith;

where there is despair, hope;

where there is darkness, light;

where there is sadness, joy.
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O divine Master, grant that | may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console,

to be understood as to understand,

to be loved as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive,

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

Remembering that “a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step,” let us
continue to pray and begin walking for peace step by step with the help of
Emmanuel God, who is with us and will continue so.

Glory to God in the highest, and peace to people on earth who please God.

I will conclude this sermon with the Korean translation of “Glory to God in the
highest, and peace on earth!”
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Nopeun Goseseoneun Hananimkke Yeonggwang!
Ttangeseoneun Pyeonghwa!

Amen!



