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In the Dr. Seuss story “Horton Hears A Who,” Horton the elephant makes an amazing discovery.  With his very large ears he is able to detect a noise coming from what seems to be nothing more than a small speck of dust.  When he listens further, he learns that the noise is actually a voice, the voice of an extremely small person known as “the Mayor.”  The Mayor informs Horton that he’s not alone on this speck, that in fact a whole civilization calls this speck their home.  But when Horton tries to tell his friends in the jungle about this discovery, he is disappointed by their reaction.  No one believes Horton.  No one believes that there could be people living on such a small speck.  And then Horton utters one of the signature lines in the story: “Even though you can’t hear them or see them at all, a person’s a person no matter how small.”
From God’s perspective, I have to imagine that the planet we inhabit is nothing more than a very small speck, and that we who live on this planet are – in comparison to God – infinitesimally small.  And sometimes we feel pretty small.  Sometimes we have this very strong sense that our lives really aren’t all that significant, that in the big scheme of things we’re nothing but small potatoes.  Sometimes it seems like no one really notices what we do, that all our accomplishments are about as significant as a sand castle on the beach that gets swallowed up by the incoming tide.
And yet when God peers down onto this speck we call Earth, his focus is not on how small we are.  His focus is on how much we matter.  You can almost picture God telling the angels in heaven, “Even though you can’t hear them or see them at all, a person’s a person no matter how small.”

Now if you remember the story of “Horton Hears A Who,” you remember that the people of Whoville very much needed Horton to save their world from being destroyed.  They needed someone as strong and powerful and large as Horton to protect their speck from the dangers of the jungle.  And our need is similar.  We need a big and powerful and large God to protect us, to care for us, to provide for us.  We need an almighty God to keep the stars in the sky and oxygen in our atmosphere, to do all those things we can’t do to keep the universe running.  
But we also needed something else.  We not only needed a big and powerful God; we needed God to become small.  We needed God to become as small as we are, to become one of us, so that he could do for us what we could not do for ourselves, and that is to rescue us from our sin.  Do you remember how the angels explained it on that first Christmas night?  Here’s the account from the Gospel of Luke:
And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid.  I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” (Luke 2:8-12)  
Can I confess something to you?  I can’t explain Christmas.  I’ve been trying my best for many years, but I still can’t do it.  How can I possibly explain how God could at the same time remain a very large God, a God big enough to run the universe, and at the same time become a tiny baby born to a virgin?  I can’t do it.  
Now let me hasten to add something else.  Just because I can’t explain something doesn’t mean it isn’t true.  The list of things I can’t explain that are still true is a very long list.  Have you ever read one of those “imponderable” books, those books that deal with questions about everyday life that sometimes puzzle us?  Here’s a few of the questions those books raise, questions I don’t know the answers to:

· We know the speed of light, but what is the speed of dark?

· What do you call a male ladybug?

· Why isn’t phonetic spelled the way it sounds?

· If police arrest a mime, do they have to tell him he has the right to remain silent?

· How do you tell when you’re out of invisible ink?

· Why don’t you ever see the headline, “Psychic wins lottery”?

· What happens if you get scared half to death twice?

Now while there are many things I wish I did understand, and probably should understand, the truth is that Christmas is one of those things I’m glad I can’t explain, one of those realities that should be beyond my understanding.  After all, I – like you – am a finite being.  God, unlike you and me, is infinite.  God does not have the same limitations you and I have.  He is not limited by time or by space.  But since I can only think in finite terms, I will never be able to fully wrap my head around infinite realities.  The Bible uses the word “mystery” 25 times, and I think it’s safe to say that this is one of them, the mystery of Christmas, the mystery of the incarnation, the mystery of our very big God remaining very big and at the same time becoming very small.
That is a question we can’t fully explain.  But frankly, that’s not the biggest question of this night, not for you and me.  The biggest question we have about Christmas is this – what difference does it make?  What difference can this very small person, the little baby Jesus, make in our lives? 

Let me suggest just a couple of the many ways Jesus can make a difference in our lives.  Here’s the first – Jesus can quiet our fears.  Did you notice the reaction of the shepherds when the angel appeared to them and the glory of the Lord shone on them?  The text tells us “they were terrified.”  They weren’t just a little bit scared.  They didn’t think it was a little spooky.  They were terrified; they were petrified.  And we know the feeling.  We know what it’s like to be very afraid.

About a month ago the cover story of Time Magazine was entitled “The Case Against Over-Parenting.”  It was an article about how in the last 25 years parents all over the world became hover parents, referred to by many as helicopter parents.  Here’s an excerpt from the article:

Over-parenting had been around long before Douglas MacArthur’s mom Pinky moved with him to West Point in 1899 and took an apartment near the campus, supposedly so she could watch him with a telescope to be sure he was studying. But in the 1990s something dramatic happened, and the needle went way past the red line. From peace and prosperity, there arose fear and anxiety; crime went down, yet parents stopped letting kids out of their sight; the percentage of kids walking or biking to school dropped from 41% in 1969 to 13% in 2001. Death by injury has dropped more than 50% since 1980, yet parents lobbied to take the jungle gyms out of playgrounds, and strollers suddenly needed the warning label “Remove Child Before Folding.”
Did you catch that phrase – “fear and anxiety.”  We know what it is to be afraid – afraid for our kids, afraid for our health, afraid for our safety, afraid for our future.  But that’s where Jesus makes a difference.  Read the four Gospels and notice how often Jesus says to those who follow him, “Don’t be afraid.”  When the disciples got caught in a storm while rowing their small boat across the Sea of Galilee one night, Jesus came out to them, walking on the water.  Do you remember their reaction when they saw him?  The text says, “They were terrified.” (John 6:19)  And here is what Jesus said to them: “It is I; don’t be afraid.” (John 6:20)  On the night before he was crucified Jesus offered these words of comfort to his fearful followers: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.  I do not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” (John 14:27)  And on that first Easter morning, after the women had discovered that Jesus’ tomb was empty, the text tells us that they hurried away from the tomb, “afraid yet filled with joy.”  Then Jesus met them and his first words to them were, “Do not be afraid.”  (Matthew 28:8-10)
Tonight, on Christmas Eve, Jesus invites you to bring him all your fears.  Your fears matter to him because you matter to him.  When I was a kid I learned not to show my fears, especially to my big brothers, because if I did they would just tease me all the more.  But that’s not how Jesus responds.  Jesus says, “Bring me all your fears, and together we will deal with them.  I am small enough to understand your fears, and I am big enough to handle them.  Bring me your fears, and give me your hand, and together we will live with courage and strength.”  That’s the difference Jesus makes.

And here’s one more difference Jesus makes – he can quiet our fears, and he can fulfill our hopes.  The Old Testament prophet Isaiah made many predictions about the coming Messiah, and in his Gospel Matthew refers to those predictions and applies them to Jesus when he writes this: “In his name the nations will put their hope.”  (Matthew 12:21)  Jesus makes a difference in our lives by giving us hope.  There is no worse feeling than the feeling of being hopeless.  There is no greater loss than the loss of hope.  And some of us might be feeling that tonight.  We’ve lost hope of getting a job.  We’ve lost hope of getting well.  We’ve lost hope of saving our marriage.  We’ve lost hope of being reconciled with our brother or our daughter. 
And our philosophers don’t offer us any hope.  Jean-Paul Sarte, the existentialist philosopher, once wrote: “Man can count on no one but himself; he is alone, abandoned on earth in the midst of his infinite responsibilities, without help, with no other aim than the one he sets himself, with no other destiny than the one he forges for himself on this earth.”  But at Christmas we are reminded that there is someone we can count on besides ourselves.  At Christmas we are reminded that we are not alone, that we have not been abandoned on this Earth.  Born into our hopelessness is the one called Jesus, the Savior of the world, and with his birth on that first Christmas hope is born again.  There is hope that our hurts can be healed.  There is hope for a second chance.  There is hope of reconciliation.  There is hope of forgiveness.  There is hope that our lives can be different.  That’s the difference Jesus makes.

Do you know what many people are hoping for this coming year?  They hope not to be bored.  One survey reports that 54% of all Americans go to work primarily to escape the boredom of life at home. And 70% of American teenagers say they are bored with school.  Let me make a suggestion.  If you don’t want to be bored, follow Jesus.  I’ve read through the Gospels many, many times, and here’s one sentence I’ve never found: “The disciples followed Jesus, and they were bored.”  It’s not in there.  If you want to live a life filled with meaning and significance and adventure and purpose and joy, put your hope in Jesus.  Give him your life, heart and soul, and I guarantee, your life will be very different in all the right ways.

What difference does the Christ of Christmas make?  We’re going to close tonight singing a Christmas hymn that answers that very question.  It’s called “O Little Town Of Bethlehem” – here are some of the words:

O little town of Bethlehem,
How still we see thee lie!
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep
The silent stars go by;
Yet in thy dark streets shineth
The everlasting Light;
The hopes and fears of all the years
Are met in thee tonight. 
“A person’s a person, no matter how small,” Horton said.  In God’s eyes, none of us are small.  We all matter so much to God that he sent his Son Jesus to come to earth to save us from our sin, to quiet our fears, and to fulfill our hopes.  That’s the difference Jesus makes.  I pray he makes a difference in you.
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