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How many of you have ever been in a Christmas pageant at one time or another in your life?  I was in five or six when I was growing up – I was a shepherd, I was one of the sheep, I was a star, and once I got to be Joseph.  Frankly I was always a little bit scared to be up there in front of all the big people at our church back in Minneapolis, but even though it was somewhat scary I really wanted very much to be in the pageant.  
This year, as you just saw, we did our Christmas pageant a little differently.  We opened it up to everyone, kids, teenagers and adults alike, and said, “If you want to be in the pageant, just sign up and we will put you into the story.”  And there’s a reason that worked; there’s a reason we had a fair number of adults in our play this year – we all want to be a part of the Christmas story.  We all understand intuitively that Christmas is much more than a story of what happened 2000 years ago halfway around the world.  We understand that for Christmas to make a difference, we have to be part of the story. 

Now certainly the story of Christmas is Jesus’ story.  Jesus is the star.  There is no story to tell unless we are telling the story of Jesus’ birth, the story of God become man.  And when I use the word “story,” please understand that I am in no way suggesting that Christmas is anything other than history.  We are here today because God entered into our world in history.  Christmas is not some kind of fable, some kind of parable – Christmas is not make-believe.  It really happened.  Mary really gave birth to Jesus in a stable in the town of Bethlehem.  The angels really appeared to the shepherds to announce that their savior had been born.  The wise men really did travel from the East to celebrate the birth of a King.  Herod really killed all the baby boys under the age of two in an attempt to eliminate any competition for his throne.  The Christmas story is history; it really happened.
But before Christmas can make a difference in our lives, we have to be part of the story.  And what better way to do that than to try out the different parts of the story, much like the people in our pageant tried out.  For example, let’s try out Mary’s part.  I know – it’s a girl’s part.  But just for a minute, let’s all try playing the role of Mary.  She’s probably about 12 or 13 years old.  Bible scholars tell us that Mary was most likely not yet physically of the age where she could become pregnant.  The text is quite clear that she had never slept with a man.  And then an angel appears to her and tells her that she is pregnant and that her child will be the Son of God whose kingdom will never end.  How would you play that part?  What emotion would you bring to the role?  Imagine trying to explain your pregnancy to your parents.  Imagine trying to explain it to your fiancé.  And do you remember how Mary responded to the shocking news delivered to her by the angel?  She didn’t laugh; she didn’t doubt.  Here’s what the text says:
“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered.  “May it be to me as you have said.”  Then the angel left her. (Luke 1:38)
Mary has just learned that her life is about the take a dramatic turn, that in many ways her life will no longer belong to her.  Whatever plans she may have had are now completely out the door, because God has some very different plans for her.  And her simple, trusting response is, “I am the Lord’s servant.  May it be to me as you have said.”  Would that be your response?  The fact is that if Christmas is going to make a difference in our lives, that’s exactly what our response has to be.  For Christmas to make a difference in us, we need to be willing to say to our God, “I am your servant.  I will do whatever you ask me to do.  My only plans from now on are to obey your commands, to go where you tell me to go and to do what you tell me to do.”  
Or maybe we should try out the part of the shepherds.  After all, there did seem to be openings for a lot of shepherds in this years’ play.  So let’s enter into the role of the shepherds for a minute.  What a great life the shepherds must have had, don’t you think?  No stuffy offices, no aggravating commutes, no ties or suits to wear.  Out in the fresh air, taking in the beauty of the night sky.  The job couldn’t be all that demanding; all you have to do is watch the sheep.  Plenty of time to play solitaire or to text your friends or read a good book.  Picnic lunches are surely an every day affair.  What could be a more romantic, more idyllic existence?  Surely everyone would have wanted to be a shepherd.

Wrong.  No one wanted to be a shepherd.  Listen to what one of the leading rabbis of that time said about the shepherds:  “No position in the world is as despised as that of the shepherd.”  It turns out that there was not much money to be made in being a shepherd.  To make ends meet, shepherds often had to resort to thievery.  They weren’t just out under the stars enjoying the night sky; they were out stealing their countrymen blind.  Just as tax collectors in those days were presumed to be dishonest, shepherds were presumed to be crooks.  In addition, the job of a shepherd was not particularly exciting; in fact, it was downright boring.  Oh, and there was the smell factor.  It didn’t take long on the job before a shepherd smelled every bit as much as the sheep.  If the Discovery Channel show “Dirty Jobs” had been filmed back then, you can be sure that Mike Rowe would have tried out the dirty job of being a shepherd.  
So no, being a shepherd was not a desirable job. And it was a dead-end job.  There was no upward mobility.  Being a good shepherd didn’t get you in line for a promotion to anything else.  Once a shepherd, always a shepherd.  Things were simply not going to get any better.  There was no light at the end of the tunnel.  This was the end of the line.

And then it happened.  There they are, out on the hillside one night, sitting in the dewy grass, stinking to high heaven with the smell of sheep, when all of the sudden something shines on them – a light!  Maybe there is a light at the end of the tunnel; maybe there is reason to hope!  Do you remember how Luke said it?  “An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them ....” (Luke 2:9)  

Have you ever wondered why the first people to hear this good news of great joy were the shepherds?  These guys are the dregs of society, the lowest of the low.  No one cares about these guys.  No one’s going to invite them over for a holiday meal.  No one wants anything to do with them.  That’s what they thought; that’s what everyone thought about the shepherds.  But that’s not what God thought.  And to make sure those shepherds know just how much they matter to God, God shines a light down into their darkness, and he sends his angel to them, and he gives them the privilege of being the first people in the world to hear the good news of great joy, the news that the long-awaited Messiah, the Savior of the world, has been born that night in the town of David, a little town called Bethlehem.

And with that, the shepherds have reason to hope again.  God has not forgotten them.  Oh, the rest of the world might not like them or even know about them, but the good news of great joy is that they matter to their Creator and to their God.

It may be that you are running low on hope today.  Your illness is not getting better.  Your finances could not be worse.  Your job might be one step up from a shepherd, but some days you think you’d be willing to trade places.  Your family life – don’t get me started.  It feels like life is at a dead-end, that there’s nothing you can do to make things better, like nothing you do matters, like you don’t matter.  

The shepherds want to have a word with you.  They want to tell you about the light at the end of the tunnel, the light that God shone down one day to remind them of what they had almost forgotten – that they matter to God.  And when we enter into the role of the shepherds, when we play their part, we feel what they felt.  We feel hopeful again.  We feel loved.  We feel like our lives really matter. 

 The Christmas story is about shepherds and wise men and Joseph and Mary and a bright star and angels and a baby in a manger.  And Christmas is about you.  You are part of the story.  When you experience God’s redeeming love, you are part of the story.  When you say to God, “I am the Lord’s servant – I will follow where you lead,” you are part of the story.  So this Christmas, don’t just be a spectator.  When God offers you a part, take it.  Be a part of the story, and let Jesus the Christ make a difference in you. 
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