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Advent 2

The Christmas touch:  honor the overlooked

[Luke 2:8-20]

In the beginning…

“Bethlehem cancels Christmas”.
That was the headline in a newspaper 5 years ago.

How – you ask – could the little town of Bethlehem cancel Christmas?

The front-page story described the impact 

of the devastating war between Jews and Muslims on the West Bank.
After years of planning, 

major celebrations planned for the first Christmas of the new millennium 

were scrapped.

The risk for tourists wanting to make their way to city of David was too high.

“Bethlehem cancels Christmas”.
What the newspaper account did not mention 

was the plight of Palestinian Christians in that little town.
I met several members of this minute minority 15 years ago…

while in graduate school on the East Coast.
I learned how dependent these people were on tourism to make ends meet. 
I later learned 

that many Palestinian Christians were forced to sell family heirlooms 

just to survive that “bleak midwinter” in the year 2000.

We – in America – regularly focus our attention on the land of Israel, don’t we?
Our politicians tend to support the Jews in the conflict 

that has characterized this land for centuries.

Our preachers also tend to support the Jews…


often quoting chapter and verse to explain 

why God wants the Jews in the land of Palestine.
But who speaks of – and who speaks for – the few Christians who live there?
Palestinian Christians are marginalized in the world today.
But I also learned this from them:

many of them believe they have a special place in the heart of God.

Does that surprise you?

It surprised me at first.

But it shouldn’t surprise any of us 
if they base their belief on an event that transpired 2000 years ago.

This morning, you and I will review that familiar event.
And, as we do, we can discover the heart of God.

We have an opportunity to learn…

learn how the Father in heaven feels 
-- not only about Palestinian Christians --

but about all those people 
whom, as Ken Gire has said,

live “on the roadside – not in the mainstream – of life…

cast aside, forgotten and ignored”.

Honor the overlooked

1)   God does it!

All those people whom we – as a society – tend to overlook,

God honors.
How do I know?

Just look at what he did;
look at what he did on the very first night his Son lived on planet earth.

That night, writes a historian named Luke…
That night some shepherds were in the fields outside the village…  Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared among them, … he said, “I bring you good news of great joy for everyone!  The Savior – yes, the Messiah, the Lord – has been born tonight in Bethlehem.” [Luke 2:8-11 NLT]
We today have sanitized those shepherds of old.
We picture them as George Clooney look-alikes,

dressed in terrycloth bathrobes smelling Downy fresh.

We forget that they were the fellowship of the forgettable.

Did they work in white collars? No.

Did they work in blue collars? No.

They worked with no collars.

They had no status in their society.

In a Christmas musical entitled Child of the Promise,


Michael and Stormy Omartian provide us with a more realistic picture.

Listen to the words of this song, “Nothing ever happens to a shepherd”.

“It’s cold outside in this God-forsaken place


And we’re stuck with a thousand sheep.


While life is exciting for everybody else,


The highlight of our day is sleep.


It’s lonely out here in this isolated job.


Our position is without esteem.

We’re socially challenged; we’re society’s scourge.


We’re not exactly any woman’s dream.


Nothing ever happens to a shepherd.


Life is boring as can be.


While exciting things happen all over the world,


nothing ever happens to me.”

Oh! but something did happen to shepherds 2000 years ago.

God sent a host of angels to a horde of these hillside herders.

These second-class citizens became the first to hear 
the good news God had for this world.

And not only were they the first to hear,


they were the first to tell.

We are told that
the shepherds told everyone what had happened…  All who heard the shepherds’ story were astonished.  [Luke 2:17-18 NLT]
All who heard…were astonished.

Boy! I can believe that.
I can believe that people were amazed

not only at what was said,



but at who was saying it.

A Savior’s birth?

for such late-breaking news,



you would expect to see a Tom Brokaw, Peter Jennings or Dan Rather…




not a band of unkempt, uneducated shepherds.
It is amazing, isn’t it?

Shepherds who heard angels become angels who tell. 

2000 years ago, when God sent his one and only birth announcement to simple shepherds,

he was making a statement.

He was saying that even those worked with matted wool mattered to him.

He was showing that even a nobody in society 

is a somebody in his kingdom.
As the baby – whose birth was announced only to shepherds – grew up,

he regularly repeated the statement his Father made.

This son of God was raised in a simple home by a single mom.
He became an ordinary laborer with ordinary looks.

He hung out with the outcasts.

He touched the untouchable lepers.
He elevated the status of her and them…the women and children.
And when this Jesus attempted to draw a picture 
of what he was doing on planet earth,



what image did he sketch?

“I am a shepherd,” said Jesus, “I am a shepherd.”  [John 10:11 NIV] 
You had better believe it:

God has a heart for the overlooked.

He honored them 2000 years ago;


he still does today.

How do I know?
Well, he hasn’t overlooked you;


and he hasn’t overlooked me either.

He once sent his Son so that you and I could get a life…


a life before death…a life after death.

Then he sent an angel – disguised as a friend or family member –

to tell us the good news.

Why, though, does all of this only make us yawn today?

Why doesn’t it amaze us…as it once did the shepherds?

Why do we find ourselves singing the last verse of Omartian’s song?

You know, you don’t have to be a teenager to sing this tune:



“Nothing ever happens to me.



Life is boring as can be.



While exciting things happen all over the world,



nothing ever happens to me.”

Folks, something exciting has happened to each of us.
We just don’t appreciate it.

We forget who we were...who we are.

A pastor named Paul can help us remember.

Listen to what he says:

Take a good look, friends, at who you were when you got called into this life.  I don’t see many of “the brightest and the best” among you, not many influential, not many from high-society families.  Isn’t it obvious that God deliberately chose men and women that the culture overlooks…chose these “nobodies” (to become) “somebodies”?  [1 Corinthians 1:26-28 MSG]
Take a look at who you were, says that pastor named Paul.

Take a look at who you are now, says this pastor.

And just who are you today?

More than you think, my friend…


more than you think.
During my quarter of a century overseas, I met several ambassadors.

In December of 1996 

– the final Christmas before China resumed control of Hong Kong --


Karen and I were invited to a party at Government House,



the home of the Queen’s representative.

Needless to say, this kid who grew up as a cheese-head in central Wisconsin,


was impressed…

impressed especially by “The Honorable Chris Patten”: 
who he was…what he did. 

I still remember thinking:

if any president appointed me as an ambassador 

– it wouldn’t matter where –

I would accept on the spot.

But what no president in his right mind would ever do,


God has already done.

He has appointed me as an ambassador;

and – believe it or not – you’re one too.

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Pastor Paul reminds us who we were.

In his second letter, he tells us who we are:

God has given us the task of telling everyone what God is doing.  We’re Christ’s ambassadors.  [2 Corinthians 5:19-20 MSG]
God, who once transformed smelly shepherds into sweet angels,


has done the same for you and me.

Talk about cheese-heads becoming chosen ambassadors.

Talk about “nobodies” becoming “somebodies”.

Yes, that’s just the kind of talk Peter gives when he writes to people like you and me:
You are the ones chosen by God, he says, …chosen to be God’s instruments to do his work and speak out for him, to tell others of the night-and-day difference he made for you – from nothing to something.  [1 Peter 2:9-10 MSG]
Folks, there’s no reason in the world why you or I should be a child of God;

there’s no reason on earth why we should be ambassadors in his kingdom...


save this: 



God honors the overlooked…




and he has not overlooked either you or me.

2)  God desires it!

But what God does for us, he also desires from us.
The God who has not overlooked us

expects us not to overlook others.
Listen to what he says we need to do in our communities:

· The next time you put on a dinner, don’t just invite your friends and family…  Invite some people who never get invited out, the misfits from the wrong side of the tracks. [Luke 14:12-13 MSG]
· Share your food with the hungry…provide the poor with shelter…when you see the naked, clothe him. [Isaiah 58:7 NIV]

· Show respect for the aged.  Do not exploit the foreigners who live in your land.  They should be treated like everyone else.  [Leviticus 19:32-34 NLT]
· Religion that God our Father accepts…is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress.  [James 1:27 NIV]
Am I beginning to sound like Pastor Tommerdahl?

Pastor Tommerdahl – you may remember – is the Lutheran pastor in Lake Wobegon Days.

This is what Garrison Keillor writes about Pastor Tommerdahl’s preaching at Christmas:
“If you went to church with visions of sugarplums dancing in your head, he stopped the music.  …  He had a gift of making you feel you’d better go home and give all the presents to the poor and spend Christmas with a bowl of soup, not too many noodles in it either.  He preached the straight gospel, and as he said, the gospel is meant to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.  He certainly afflicted many Lutherans.”
Do you feel like an afflicted Lutheran this Christmas?
How you and I feel may depend on how well we are doing.
And just what are we doing in our community?

You and I happen to live in two of the wealthiest counties in these United States.

In such communities, it is easy to overlook the overlooked.

We can even come to believe that they don’t exist.

But they are all around us –


the lonely widow, the single mom, the battered wife…



the children without a father, the father separated from his children…




the people confined to home because they lost their job or their health…





the new immigrant suffering from chronic homesickness.

Because of where you and I happen to live,

a story that Jesus once told has special meaning –



the story of the rich man and poor Lazarus.

In that story, the rich man found himself in hell,


not because he exploited the poor,



but because he neglected them.

What, then are we doing about the overlooked in our communities?

And what are we teaching our children to do?

I like what a woman named Jan Johnson wrote in Prism magazine.

“Part of the dream I have for my children is that God’s love will shape them into loving people in a culture absorbed in self-love.  I long for them to be individuals who offer cups of cold water to the thirsty…who dare to whisper words of life to the dying…who want to love all people the way God does…who strive to resist the pull of materialism and spend their resources to help others.”
I like what that mother wrote;

I like what this father did.

Dr Scott Brooksby tells us what his father did one Christmas:

“When I was 12 years old, we had a Christmas I’ve never forgotten.  We always had one or two gifts under the tree.  But during this particular Christmas, we had many gifts.  I was one of 7 children, so this was a very big deal.  We were all so excited and could hardly wait until Christmas morning.
However, on that Christmas Eve, my father decided that it was much too much, and that in this frenzy, we had lost the meaning of Christmas.  We were instructed to hand over all but one of our unopened gifts.

There was some shock, some crying, some anger.  What happened next, though, truly astounded us.  My father piled us – and all those gifts – into his truck.  We went to houses in our community and distributed our gifts.  As we rounded corner after corner, slowly – very slowly – the anger left.  We all started to feel an overwhelming sense of joy.  That experience changed the way I look at Christmas.

Never before had I understood what Christmas is all about.  It’s not about getting gifts, but of giving ourselves.  That experience taught me that, at the celebration of his birth, the best gift we can give to others is our time and talents in acts of kindness.”

How can we – and our children – honor the overlooked in our communities?
How can we give to them our time and talents in acts of kindness?

Look around…and look out for the overlooked.
Is there a widow – or widower – in your neighborhood?

Why not have your children secretly deposit a box of Christmas cookies on their porch?

You may want to include a note:


“God’s little secret agents wish you a merry Christmas”.

Do you know of a single mom?

How about offering to take care of the children so she can go shopping?
Is there a nursing home nearby?

Why not call and offer to help one of the residents address and mail Christmas cards?

Do you have a college in your community?

If there is, could you contribute to “global warming”?

Could you invite one of the foreign students who is here for the holidays over for a hot meal?

God does not ask either you or me to save the world.

He took care of that when he sent his Son Jesus during the first Christmas season.

During this Christmas season, God only asks us to reach out and touch a few…


to honor the overlooked in our community.
At the end…

I will conclude this message with a question:

if you want to touch Jesus, whom do you touch?

I’m not the first person to ask that question.

Max Lucado asked it several years ago.

Max is the senior pastor of a large church in San Antonio.

One Sunday, David Robinson – who plays basketball in San Antonio –


attended the first service at Max’s church.

You can imagine what a stir this 7-foot basketball star caused. 

At the end of the service, people mobbed him.

There was such a crowd 

that Robinson was only able to leave the church

 just minutes before the start of the second service.
As Max stood to signal the start of the next service,


he noticed a homeless man enter the church.

The man walked down the center aisle,

carrying a backpack…wearing dirty jeans and a torn T-shirt.

Since the church filled up from the back,


the man took a seat near the front.

But he sat alone; no one ever came near him.

Max was struck by the contrast.

That’s when he asked himself the question:


“If you want to touch Jesus, whom do you touch?”

Remember what Jesus said:

Whenever you did something to help someone overlooked or ignored, that was me you helped – you did it to me! [Matthew 25:40 MSG]
If you want to touch Jesus, whom do you touch?

If that question troubles you, don’t feel bad -- that’s good.

For only those who are troubled by the question


will turn to Jesus for forgiveness for all their failures.

And only those who turn to Jesus, 

can – in turn – reach out to touch even the untouchables.

If you want to touch Jesus, whom do you touch?

	On 04 December 05, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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