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    Christmas eve
The Christmas touch:  reach for the gift
[Luke 1:26-38,46-56 NLT]

In the beginning…

Under the Christmas tree lies one gift 


-- neatly wrapped…clearly labeled --



but obviously unopened…
unopened, mind you, since last year.
Some say the child didn’t know about it.

Others claim the child simply ignored it.

A few insist the child actually refused it.

Under the Christmas tree lies one gift…unopened.

Can you believe that?

What child would leave a Christmas present unopened?

You tell me…
Once upon a Christmas, God so loved the world that he gave a gift


-- neatly wrapped… in swaddling cloths, that is --



neatly wrapped…and clearly labeled.

Whosoever you are, that gift has your name on it.

Have you opened it yet?
Many do not.

Some don’t know about it.

Many simply ignore it.

More than a few actually refuse it.

What have you done with the gift?

Once again this Christmas, God offers his gift to each of us.

If you want to open this gift…


if you want to make it yours,



you can’t leave it lying where God placed it.

You have to reach for it…


reach for it, not once…not twice…but three times,



just as mother Mary did.

This evening, as we review what Mary did,


we’ll realize what we need to do to take God’s gift…and make it ours.

Mary – the mother of Jesus – shows us how to reach for God’s gift.

Reach for the gift

1)  Reach out to receive
Let’s never forget Mary is a mother.
You know, there are some things that only a mom can do.
Only a mother can powder a baby’s behind with one hand


and hold a phone with the other.

There also are some things that only a mom can fix –


like Hamburger Helper without the hamburger.

And there are some things that only a mom can know.
Men and kids are clueless.

We can only ask…


as we do in a poem entitled “Mom, what’s it like?”

Listen to the first and last verse:


Mom, what’s it like?


When you felt the foot within your womb,


when the infant cry first filled the room…


What’s that like?


…


And when your child with child told you the news,


and in the quiet of the corner asked for clues.


What you told her would you tell us?


Mom, what’s it like?

Yes, Mom, what’s it like to carry a baby within you?
And, Mary, what’s it like to carry God’s baby within you?

The virgin birth is so much more than a Christmas story.
It’s a picture of how close God’s son wants to come 
to people such as you and me.
How far will God go to touch the world?

Look deep within Mary’s womb.

Better yet, look deep within yourself.

You see, what God did for Mary,


he wants to do for each one of us.

He wants his Son to live within us.

In the Old Testament, we are told God was with his people.

God was with Adam and Eve, even walking with them in the garden.

God was with Abraham, even calling this patriarch his friend.

God was with Moses and his people; 

as they saw the cloud by day and fire by night,


they could say, “God is with us”.

But today God wants his Son to be in you.

He wants you to be a modern-day Mary.

The New Testament abounds with such pictures.
A pastor named Paul prays for his people…

prays that Christ may dwell in your hearts [Ephesians 3:17 NIV].
A man named John reminds followers of Jesus 

that he (Christ) lives in them [1 John 3:24 NLT]
And Jesus himself tells his disciples

that, after his resurrection, I will be in you [John 14:20 NCV].
Allow me – in my old age – to repeat what I just said:

God wants you to be a modern-day Mary;

he wants the Son he gives to the world to live within you.

God, of course, will not force his Son on you.

God doesn’t invade; he only invites.

He doesn’t send Jesus to invade your body or your life.

He sends Jesus into the world

and then invites you to let him in.

Today God extends the same invitation to you and to me


that he once extended to Mary:



“Let my Son live in you”.

We know how Mary responded, don’t we?

She simply said I am willing to accept  [Luke 1:38 NLT]
Mary reached out and received God’s gift.

Have you?

If not, will you?

Simply reach out to receive God’s Son…


and recall God’s promise:



To all who received him…he gave the right to become children of God  

[John 1:12 NIV]
In other words, 


don’t just tip your hat to the kid in the cradle this year.

Instead, mean what you say as you sing:

O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray.


Cast out our sin and enter in, be born in us today.

2)  Reach in to rely
Mary reached out to receive God’s gift.
She then reached a second time.

She recognized the difference God’s gift could make in her life.

Let’s not forget that Mary’s child was born in Bethlehem.
That little town in the land of Palestine


has much in common with a quaint village in England

Both were changed by a person who was born there.
William Shakespeare transformed the quaint village of Stratford-upon-Avon,


and Jesus Christ changed forever the little town of Bethlehem.

Mary, though, knew that God’s Son could not only change a place;

he could also change a person.

Mary realized that she had more than a fetus in her womb;


she had a force within her.

She called him the Mighty One,

claimed that he would be her Savior,



even boasted – before the baby was ever born – 



that he has done great things for me. [Luke 1:47-49 NLT]
Mary – who had heard the angel say “Nothing is impossible with God” [Luke 1:37 NLT]
saw the possibilities of God’s son living in her.
And she trusted him to transform her --

transform her from a lowly servant girl


into a woman whom generation after generation will call…blessed  

[Luke 1:48 NLT]
If you – like Mary – have reached out to receive God’s gift,


you, too, have a force within you.

This force may be with you,


but has this force transformed you…as it did Mary?

What difference has the One living in you made in your life this past year?

Are you still as angry and anxious as you were twelve months ago?
Is your family still dealing with the same issues it did last Christmas?

Remember: God wants you to be a modern-day Mary.

He wants you to be transformed by his Son today,

just as Mary was in the past.
So why not do what Mary did?

Why not reach a second time?

Reach in to rely on the Mighty One living within…


and then boast – as the pastor named Paul once did:

I can do everything with the help of Christ who gives me the strength I need [Philippians 4:13 NLT]
We often say, “You can’t change human nature”.

No, we can’t; 

but God can.

And if God’s Son lives within you,


think – as Mary did – of the possibilities.

Can’t stop drinking and smoking?


Maybe you can’t;



but Christ can…and he lives in you.

Can’t forget the past and forgive the jerk?


Probably you can’t;



but Christ can…and he lives in you.

Was this the year you made too many mistakes…

you managed to alienate too many friends?
Was this the year your health began to fail…

your marriage started to fall apart?
Was this the year Mom died…


Dad discovered he had Alzheimer’s?
Impossible to handle on your own?
More than likely.

But God never intended you to handle it on your own.

That’s why he gave us his Son…

not only to pardon our past,




but also to fortify us for the future.

As the angel said, 


Nothing is impossible with God – this God who lives within us.

So do what Mary did after she heard what the angel said:

reach in to rely on the One within.

Then think of the possibilities.
“What’s it like to have Christ on the inside”?

That’s the title of a poem.

I’ll just read the last two verses.


What’s it like to have Christ on the inside?


…

To tap his strength when mine expires


or feel the force of heaven’s fires


raging, purging wrong desires.


Could Christ become my self entire?


…

So much him, so little me


that in my eyes it’s Christ they see.


What’s it like to a Mary be?


No longer I, but Christ in me?



3)   Reach up to rejoice
If you’re like Mary, you’ll reach three times.
You’ll first reach out to receive God’s Son.

You’ll then reach in to rely on God’s Son.

And, last but not least, reach up…

reach up to rejoice in God’s Son.

Oh, how I praise the Lord, said the virgin mother Mary.

How I rejoice in God my Savior!  [Luke 1:46-47 NLT]
We don’t know if Mary lifted her hands,


but she certainly raised her voice as she praised God.

It seems that she could hardly contain herself;


she was so excited about what God was doing.

She, of course, praised God for what he had done for all people in the past.
Listen to some of the words from her song.

She praised God 


 because he has not forgotten to be merciful

because his mercy goes on from generation to generation




because he has helped his people Israel. [Luke 1:50,54 NLT]
Don’t you and I make like Mary – and make merry – each Christmas?

Don’t we, too, sing songs – we call them carols – praising God…

praising God for what he has done for the world?
“Now sing we now rejoice!”

“Joy to the world!”

Yes, but why?

Because the Lord – the Savior of all – is come –


actually, has come to the little town of Bethlehem.

Mary, though, not only praised God 
for what he had done for all people in the past.
She also praised God


for what he was going to do in her own life in the future.

Remember:


she was still a lowly servant girl


when she praised God that – in the future –




generation after generation will call (her) blessed  [Luke 1:48 NLT]
No wonder the young woman had to compose her own song.

None of the traditional psalms used in Jewish worship fit her situation.

Could we – this year – do what Mary did?

Could we praise God for what he is going to do in our lives in the future?

After all, if this is the year we receive God’s gift to us…

if this is the year we rely on the Mighty One within us,



then this will be the year when we have resources never known before.

Why, then, don’t we thank God – in advance – for what he’s going to do?

Why not praise him for the changes he will make…


that, after the Christmas feasting, we’ll not only be bigger, but better, people?
Why not praise him for the new year’s strength to break this year’s bad habits...


for the perseverance to seek and finally find the good that he wants us to do?

Why not praise him now for the love that will make the relationship more lasting…


the wisdom – or logic – that will make the parenting more effective?

Why not praise him today for the courage to battle any kind of disease…

the hope to face anyone’s death, even your own?

Again, allow me – in my old age – to repeat what I have said:

God wants you to be a modern-day Mary.
He wants you to see – as Mary did – what he will do in your life.

He also waits to hear your song of praise.
He is especially interested in the words of your song.

After all, he knows that none of the traditional Christmas carols will do.

He understands that you, like Mary, may well have to compose a your own –

a new song…for a new life.

At the end…
It has been said that everyone becomes a child again at Christmas.

If that is true, that would mean that we’re all just a bunch of kids tonight.
That also would mean I made a major mistake.

Several days ago, I eliminated the children’s sermon from this Christmas service.

It’s not too late to include one, is it?
Let’s conclude this message, then…


let’s conclude this message based on Mary’s song



with a children’s song…

a children’s song that may help us remember Mary’s message –




how this young mother showed us how to reach.

Since this song – or poem – has actions to go with the words,


I invite all of you to stand.

I’ll demonstrate what we need to say and do.
Christ came to earth from heaven above. 

[Cup hands above head and bring down to waist]

He came to show the Father’s love.



[Extend arms forward with palms up]


When we reach out to bring him in,



[Retract arms and cup hands in front of heart]


The joy of Christmas can begin.



[Extend hands upward and flutter fingers in air]
Easy, right?

Just remember, as we go through the song, don’t forget to reach

Christ came to earth from heaven above.


He came to show the Father’s love.


When we reach out to bring him in,


The joy of Christmas can begin.

Remember this as well:

As you go through life, don’t forget to reach either.
	On 24 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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