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Christmas Eve, December 24, 2000 
I have been preaching Christmas Eve sermons for many years now. The task of preparing sermons for Christmas and Easter is the most daunting one I face. The message of those two great feasts should be so obvious to everyone that all I can really expect to do is ruin the festivities either by preaching for too long, to try to punish people who only come to church twice a year; or by challenging what the church teaches about the great feasts, to show that I am an independent thinker; or by trying to be just too cute -- to prove once and for all that the Christian religion is not about Jesus but about me.
In all those years, I don't think I have ever preached on the epistle, which is taken from St. Paul's letter to St. Titus. It is brief, so I will try to be brief. But that reminds me, as most things do, of a joke. Calvin Coolidge was leaving a church one Sunday morning and the preacher asked if he had liked the sermon. Coolidge said, "You were brief" The preacher said, "I try not to be tedious." Coolidge replied, "You were also tedious."
The phrase that stands out in the epistle is this one: "a peculiar people." St. Paul is talking about the church. I spend all my time in the church. "Peculiar" sounds to me like a pretty appropriate word.
But St. Paul, of course, does not mean "peculiar" in the sense of "odd" or "weird," he means "peculiar" in the sense of "special," or "particular," "chosen." He describes what happened on the first Christmas this way. "The grace of God that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men." The grace of God is his help, which he gives us freely. Salvation is a healthy relationship to God, which he offers us freely.
Jesus' birth brings the possibility that now everyone everywhere can have a healthy relationship to God. Jesus is the Messiah of Israel, God's original chosen people, to be sure, but he is also the light which lightens the Gentiles. In Jesus, the possibility of reconciliation to God becomes available to everybody. Jews are not pushed aside. Gentiles are invited in.
Membership in God's chosen people used to be limited to the descendants of Abraham who wait for the restoration of King David. Now the peculiar people includes everyone.
"For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government and peace there shall be no end, upon the throne of David." "These things speak, and exhort, and rebuke with all authority. Let no man despise thee."
The Collect: O God, who makest us glad with the yearly remembrance of the virth of thine only Son Jesus Christ; Grant that as we joyfully receive him for our Redeemer, so we may with sure confidence behold him when he shall come to ve our Judge, who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Ghost, one God, world without end. Amen. 
The Epistle: Titus 2: 2 
The Gospel: St. Luke 2: 1 
