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A couple of weeks ago, my husband, Jerry, some friends and I went to a concert at the Mall of 
America. You may have heard about this. The Clouds Concert. Maybe some of you have 
attended it. It was the 6th annual gathering to remember and honor the life of 18 year old singer, 
songwriter, Zach Sobiech from Stillwater.  In 2013 Zach died from Osteosarcoma, a rare bone 
disease. But before he died, as a way of saying goodbye to his family and friends and sharing 
his hope, Zach wrote this song, Clouds. 
 
For the past 6 years, the crowd has gathered at the mall, complete with choirs, orchestras, 
celebrities and t-shirts to perform his song and raise money for the Zach Sobiech Osteosarcoma 
Fund. This year, there were over 8,000 people in attendance and they raised over $1.6 million. 
In their time of tremendous loss, a time that was no doubt the darkest wilderness a parent could 
ever imagine, the suffering and death of a child, his parents invited friends, family and total 
strangers to share in the hope and resilience that embodies their son’s spirit. I would guess that 
most of the people in attendance didn’t know Zach. I’d never met Zach but yet, this event 
created a powerful feeling of connection and belonging to something bigger than ourselves. 
 
In her book, Braving the Wilderness, Dr. Brene Brown says, “The key to true belonging is the 
belief that, as humans, we are inextricably connected to one another. That connection - the 
spirit that flows between us and connects us - is the belief that there’s something greater than 
us, something rooted in love and compassion. And when that spirit is alive and well, we are less 
likely to retreat to our bunkers, to hate from afar, to tolerate injustice, to dehumanize and 
villainize others. 
 
I know it’s counterintuitive, but when we find ourselves in the wilderness (that place of pain and 
denial) our belief in the inextricable human connection is one of our most renewable sources of 
courage. It allows us to stand up for what we believe is right regardless of the pushback and 
criticism and that we’ve connected ourselves to others in a way that cannot be severed.” When 
we believe in that unbreakable connection, the isolation of the wilderness becomes less 
daunting. 
 
And if we’re being honest, simply navigating the demands of everyday life can weaken our belief 
in this connection, especially as the holidays are drawing near. People are wonderful. And 
people are hard. Right? Remember the Peanuts cartoon where Linus cries, “I love mankind. Its 
people I can’t stand.” Everyday life can be incredibly hard and the people around us can quickly 
push us to our breaking points. 
 
So it’s a brave choice that we make when we choose to show up for collective moments of joy 
and pain so we can actually bear witness to the inextricable human condition. These collective 
experiences add value to our lives. 
• For me, it happens whenever I hear the San Diego Super Chargers song. I am jettisoned 

back to the sights, sounds and smells of my high school and college days growing up in San 
Diego and am reminded of the collective joy (and pain) experienced with family and friends at 
those games. I know! I know! The Chargers aren’t in San Diego anymore. I’m sorry but they 
will always be the San Diego Super Chargers to me! 



• It happens whenever I go home to visit my mother. We always make a trip to the cemetery 
where my father is buried. Just being in that beautiful, sacred, holy space helps mom and me 
share a special connection with both our joy and our sorrow. 

• It’s why I’ve taught my kids that you show up to funerals. Funerals are one of the most 
powerful examples of experiencing collective pain. Funerals matter. You show up. You sing 
every song and pray every prayer even if it’s a language you don’t understand or a faith you 
don’t practice. It’s not just for you but for for everyone present.  

• It’s why on September 11, 2001 when our country was attacked by terrorists with airplanes 
and thousands of innocent lives were lost, house of faith all over this country, all over the 
world in fact, opened their doors because people needed to be together in their pain. We 
didn’t need to make sense of what happened because we never, ever want to be able to 
make sense of what happened. We just needed to sit and cry in silence, together. Friends, 
neighbors, strangers compelled to be together leaning into our shared pain and fear to 
comfort us. 

 
The more we are willing to seek out moments of collective joy and show up for moments of 
collective pain- for real - in person - not on Facebook or Instagram - the more difficult it 
becomes for us to deny our need for human connectedness, even with those folks with whom 
we may disagree. And this is what God did that first Christmas, he put on flesh and moved into 
the neighborhood to make an Inextricable Human Connection. Jesus--born where people 
needed him most.  
 
In his telling of the story, Luke begins by naming, up front, the government rulers of this world 
who were responsible for maintaining and enforcing the order of the day.  
  

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire 
Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of 
Syria.) And everyone went to their own town to register. (Luke 2:1-2) 

  
But this is only the background for the story. By barely even mentioning Caesar, Quirinius and 
the mighty Roman empire … brushing right over them to get on to the real story, it’s Luke 
saying, but look what God can do because the main action takes place elsewhere, far away 
from the centers of power in a little, insignificant town called Bethlehem, where a scared young 
girl and her equally scared husband can’t find any decent place in which to birth their child. So 
they are forced to take refuge with animals, where only dirty shepherds and their even dirtier 
sheep notice. 
 

Why does Luke tell his story this way? Maybe a better question is, why does God do it this way? 
I think this whole story is an indictment against things as they are. Do you know what I mean? 
By playing out this redemptive story on the fringe of society, just where you’d least expect God 
to be, God is telling us that the way things usually are just isn’t good enough. God does not 
come to the center of the world to straighten things out a bit, but on the fringe to call the orders 
and the structures and the powers-that-be into question and heralds a new beginning. God 
didn’t come in Jesus to make things a little bit better, a little more bearable. God came to turn 
over tables, to create a whole new system, to resurrect and redeem us rather than merely 
rehabilitate us. 
 

So, I invite you to come, not in the glow of this beautifully lit sanctuary, or the sentimentality of 
carols and candles, or the warmth of your family living room, but to the fields of the isolated, the 



disenfranchised and the forgotten, and to our own painful places of spiritual wilderness, 
because God speaks the good news of Christ’s coming there. God brings great joy to those who 
need it most there. 

In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by 
night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around 
them. (Luke 2:8-9).  

In Jesus’ day, shepherding had become a profession most likely to be filled from the bottom 
rung of the social ladder, by persons who could not find what was regarded as decent work. 
Society stereotyped shepherds as liars, degenerates, and thieves. In fact, many towns had 
ordinances barring shepherds from entering 
their city limits. The religious establishment took a particularly dim view of shepherds since their 
daily responsibilities kept them from observing the Sabbath and rendered them ritually unclean. 
The Pharisees grouped shepherds with tax collectors and prostitutes, persons who were 
"sinners" by virtue of their vocation. 
 
I’ve come to think of God sending angels to shepherds as something bigger than just reaching 
out to outsiders. When we spend enough time in the wilderness, or are shunned by decent and 
religious folk, or are disappointed by God, or overwhelmed by grief, we stop caring that we are 
outsiders. We give up trying to get inside, or even give up on God, just so that we can get on 
with life. But God ...BUT GOD does not ever give up on us. God sends angels to people who 
have given up on God. We’ve heard those stories right here in this very sanctuary. How do you 
think you’d respond to God sending angels to you when you’d given up on God? Like the 
shepherds, I think I’d be terrified.       
 
But in Jesus, God comes in a way that is far from frightening. Jesus comes vulnerably, 
helplessly, as “a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” Jesus is born like any 
other baby, except Jesus is born in a cave that housed animals and laid in their feeding trough. 
No kings at this manger scene. Jesus is born among the lowest of the low. And Luke gives no 
hint that Jesus is anything special: there is no angel over the stable because the angels are 
over in the field with the shepherds. In fact, Mary and Joseph only hear of angelic activity 
because the shepherds tell them. So, maybe this Christmas we too might receive the good 
news of great joy not from angels but from someone sent to us from out in the field? 
 
Yes, the babe born at Bethlehem is about more than reaching out to outsiders. Jesus is born to 
those who have been outside so long that they have given up on God. We remember the first 
criminal who hung on the cross next to Jesus and repented at the last minute, and to whom 
Jesus promised, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” But Jesus also hung 
with and died with the other criminal who ridiculed and mocked him to the very end. 
 
I think this is good news-- because I know and love people who have been outside in the 
wilderness for so long they have given up on God. I know people so down and blue this 
Christmas that they cannot come to worship. Maybe there are some of you here today or 
watching online who are feeling like this. I am certain God is still sending angels out into the 
fields with good news of great joy, and Jesus is still being born among people who have given 
up on him. You matter to God. You are God’s creation. God is happy with you. You belong. 
 
Dr. Brown believes that, “If we’re going to make true belonging a daily practice in our lives we’re 
going to need both courage and vulnerability.”  She calls it Strong Back/Soft Front. Strong back, 



comes having courage because we know who we are and Whose we are. Hear these words of 
encouragement to young Christians in Ephesus:  

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-and not from yourselves, it is the gift of 
God….For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works. (Ephesians 
2:8-12) 
 

Gift of God. God’s handiwork created to do good. Not because of who we are but because of 
who God is. You are a child of God and God is happy with you. Strong back. 
 
A soft front is not being weak, it’s putting our trust and faith in the Gift that is Christmas, Jesus. 
When we have strong backs, soft fronts come easier and allow us to be vulnerable so to allow 
us to connect with others in moments of joy and pain. Unfortunately, when we’re afraid or 
hurting we usually resort to armored fronts and soft backs. We armor up as a way to protect 
ourselves because it’s difficult to keep a soft front when we don’t know Whose we are. After all, 
vulnerability is the birthplace of everything that we value most; love, joy, trust, intimacy, 
courage; everything that brings meaning to our lives. It’s when we choose to have soft fronts 
that we are able to experience the inextricable human connection. 
 
This gift of Christmas, this promise, speaks to a place down deep inside each of us that yearns 
for something more, something more than a better job or a higher income, something more than 
a better home or a more enjoyable retirement. These things may all sound good but they don’t 
save; often enough, they don’t even satisfy for very long. We desperately want a sense of 
meaning and purpose, we desire to believe that there is more to this life than meets the eye. We 
need to hold on to the hope that despite all appearances we are worthy of love and belonging. 
And so God comes to the edge of our story and our lives to speak quietly but firmly through the 
blood, sweat and tears of the labor pains of a young mother and cry of her infant that God is 
irreconcilably FOR us and committed to giving us, not just more of the same, but something 
more. Christ comes, that is, not just to give us more of the life we know, or the life we think we 
want, but new and abundant life. For in Christ, we have the promise that God will not stop until 
everyone of us have been embraced and caught up in God’s tremendous love and have heard 
the good news that “unto you is born this day, a Savior who is Christ the Lord.” The greatest gift 
ever given, was given to YOU. So, move in. Hold hands. You belong.  
 
Grow, Pray, Study for the Week of December 23, 2108 
 
Weekly Prayer: Loving God, like the shepherds, we too are called to complete an important 
journey that will bring us to that place where we will find you. We have braved the wilderness of 
our lives. We can see the manger. We have nearly arrived. And so we share the joy of the birth 
of Jesus. As our Advent journey draws to completion, grant us the courage to share your love 
so that all will see in your light the place where they belong. Amen. 
 
Monday, December 24  
 
Scripture: Luke 2:8-12  
In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 
Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and 
they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see -- I am bringing you 
good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, 
who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands 
of cloth and lying in a manger.”  
 



Observation: When Rome crowned an emperor, they assigned him the title “Savior” (among 
others), choirs sang, and they declared the emperor divine. Luke structured his story of Jesus’ 
birth to say that Jesus, not Caesar, was truly Savior, King, and God. Most religious Hebrews in 
that time scorned shepherds. Busy caring for flocks, they couldn’t observe in detail all the rituals 
it took to be “holy.” But God loved them, and made these shepherds the first to hear the 
“wonderful joyous news for all people.”  
 
Application: We’ve read the angel’s words so many times we may miss how astounding they 
were. Listen to them as if for the first time (as the shepherds did): “I bring good news to you -- 
wonderful, joyous news for all people. Your savior is born today in David’s city. He is Christ the 
Lord. This is a sign for you: you will find a newborn baby wrapped snugly and lying in a 
manger.” What most makes this message “wonderful, joyous news” for you?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, I do not want to give my ultimate allegiance to any of today’s “Caesars.” 
Help my life and actions to reflect my trust and confidence in you. Amen.  
 
Tuesday, December 25  
 
Scripture: John 1:1-5  
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was 
with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made 
that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The light shines in 
the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. 
 
Observation: This passage has become famous because it’s often read at Christmas Eve 
services -- though it isn’t just about the birth of Jesus, but about the full meaning of everything 
he was, and is, and did…. ‘In the beginning’ -- no Bible reader could see that phrase and not 
think at once of the start of Genesis: ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the 
earth’…. This book is about the creator God acting in a new way within his much-loved creation. 
It is about the way in which the long story which began in Genesis reached the climax the 
creator had always intended. And it will do this through ‘the Word.’ 
 
Application: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness doesn’t extinguish the light” 
wasn’t just poetry. As we see every Christmas Eve, even a large room full of darkness cannot 
hide or put out the light when the one small Christ candle comes into the room. When have you 
felt that darkness was trying to put out God’s light in your life? What spiritual choices help keep 
you close to God, so that God’s light keeps shining in you?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, thank you for shining the life-giving light of your love and grace into my life. 
Amen. 
 
Wednesday, December 26 
 
Scripture: Luke 2:15-20  
When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s 
go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” So 
they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. When 
they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 
and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But Mary treasured up all 
these things and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising 
God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 



 
Observation: Religious leaders looked down on shepherds but the chief priests and legal 
experts in Jerusalem later were indifferent to the idea of a king born in Bethlehem (Matthew 2:3-
6), unlike the shepherds who showed interest, obedience and joy. (No Jerusalem leader asked 
the magi, “Could we go with you?”) In another of God’s great reversals, Jesus would grow up to 
identify with shepherds, saying, “I am the good shepherd” (John 10:11).  
 
Application: After the shepherds had seen such wondrous things they went back to the 
commonplace. That’s true for us each year at Christmas as we celebrate these events. Where 
will we be when the excitement and fun are over? How do these events change the lives we 
lead back at our jobs, our homes, our schools?  
 
Prayer: O Lord, this has become a day for returning unwanted or ill-fitting gifts. I don’t ever want 
to return your gift of yourself. As I live into a relationship with you that “fits” better and better, 
help me to celebrate your coming as “the Christ child” every day. Amen. 
 
Thursday, December 27 
 
Scripture: John 1:6-11 
There was a man sent from God whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify 
concerning that light, so that through him all might believe. He himself was not the light; he 
came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into 
the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not 
recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. 
 
Observation: The “man named John” in verse 6 was not the writer of the gospel, but the 
preacher/prophet known as John the Baptist. In several places, the Bible pictured the tension of 
good versus evil as “light” and “darkness.” The gospel writer defined “light” more specifically. 
Jesus, he said -- the Jesus he had seen, heard and known -- was the light who broke into the 
world’s darkness. As darkness couldn’t put out light, so Jesus could deliver us from the 
darkness of our world, and within ourselves.  
Application: John’s prologue included a tragic note: “the light came to his own people, and his 
own people didn’t welcome him.” What blocked people’s ability to recognize their Creator? How 
can you avoid that kind of blockage? How does the person of Jesus shape your understanding 
of God? What difference does what you believe about God make in day-to-day life?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, I choose you as the Lord of my life. Help me, even when it challenges me, 
to always keep my heart open to welcome you. Amen.  
 
Friday, December 28  
 
Scripture: John 1:12-14 
Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 
children of God -- children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s 
will, but born of God. The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen 
his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 
 
Observation: The Greek and Roman gods usually showed little interest in human beings’ day-
to-day concerns. John said “the Word” was utterly different. He gave all who believed in him the 
right to become children of God. “The Word became flesh and made his home among us” -- 
neither Greeks nor Jews believed God could bridge a gap that wide. But John said the light 



wasn’t just about God -- the light was God himself, one of us yet so much more than just one of 
us.  
 
Application: The poetry of Genesis said “in the beginning” God made the world, and declared it 
good (Genesis 1:31). Greek thinkers like Plato said “the logos” was too pure to enter the corrupt 
material world, and Hebrews usually saw God as so awesome and distant that they feared to 
even speak the divine name. John drew on both those thought worlds, but boldly wrote, “The 
Word became flesh.” In what ways does Jesus, the Word who “became flesh,” cast light on what 
it means for you to be fully human?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, thank you for becoming flesh, and for giving me the authority and power to 
be born anew as a child of God. Thank you for my new life. Amen.  
 
Saturday, December 29  
 
Scripture: John 1:15-18  
John testified concerning him. He cried out, saying, “This is the one I spoke about when I said, 
‘He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’” Out of his fullness we 
have all received grace in place of grace already given. For the law was given through Moses; 
grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but the one and only 
Son, who is himself God and is in closest relationship with the Father, has made him known. 
 
Observation: The letter to the Hebrews began with a thought similar to John’s prologue: “In the 
past God spoke through the prophets to our ancestors in many times and many ways. In these 
final days, though, he spoke to us through a Son” (Hebrews 1:2-3). Scholar William Barclay 
wrote, “When John said that no man has ever seen God, everyone in the ancient world would 
fully agree with him…. But John does not stop there; he goes on to make the startling and 
tremendous statement that Jesus has fully revealed to men what God is like…. Here again the 
keynote of John’s gospel sounds: ‘If you want to see what God is like, look at Jesus.” 
 
Application: Today’s Scripture reading can help move us beyond some of the hurtful, fruitless 
battles some Christians wage over the Bible. The person of Jesus, not a book, was the ultimate 
revelation of God. What is the heart, character, and will of God that Jesus reveals? We must not 
set aside what is inconvenient or challenging to us simply because it is difficult. We must read 
scripture in the light of the life, ministry, teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus…. it is Jesus 
who serves as the final Word by which other words of scripture are to be judged. How, during 
2019, will you deepen your knowledge of what Jesus taught about God’s heart, character and 
will?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, thank you that your love is a fixed point I can depend on in an ever-
changing world. Keep me steady, stable and loving every day of the New Year. Amen. 


