Gloria R. Carpeneto
Christmas Eve Eucharist, 12/24/20
(using the readings from Midnight Mass)

Isaiah 9:1-6; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-14; Psalm 96, Today is born our Savior, Jesus the Christ.
I want to begin by taking us way back, way before the first Christmas that we’re celebrating today. It was just about 5200 years ago that the Irish Celts built a very famous tomb at Newgrange, about 35 miles outside of what today is Dublin. It predates Stonehenge and even the pyramids at Giza. You enter this tomb in the village of Newgrange  by walking through a narrow passageway of about 60 feet that opens up into a very large room. On the floor in the room there are three bowls that hold the ashes of the ancestors. There’s also an opening just above the entrance to the tomb. And on the shortest day of the year – the winter solstice, somewhere around December 22 or so – as the sun rises,  it beams so perfectly through that opening above the entrance into the Newgrange tomb that it illuminates the three bowls of ashes. Symbolically, the tomb at Newgrange teaches us that Death cannot defeat Life forever.  On the darkest day of the year, Light always returns. It returns every year to Newgrange in the rays of the rising sun. And it returns every year  to us in the birth of the Holy One whose coming we celebrate on Christmas.

As we heard in our first reading this afternoon, though people may walk in darkness, they are promised a brilliant light.  Even when they are deep in shadows, light will shine. Some 2500 years before Christ was born, the great prophet Isaiah promised  that this Light would  be a Messiah who would be called Wonder-Counselor, Strength of God, Eternal Protector, Champion of Peace. Scholars tell us that these titles were actually borrowed from the Egyptians, who used them in the coronation of their pharaohs. But to Isaiah, the titles must surely have meant  that God would gift the Israelites with a Savior who would have all the courage and piety of David … all the wisdom of Solomon … all the virtues of Moses and all the matriarchs and patriarchs. In other words, God would give the Israelites a Messiah who  would bring Light out of Darkness, Hope out of Despair, Liberation  out of Oppression, and Joy out of Fear. Just as surely as the sun beams into the tomb at Newgrange on the darkest day each year, so too will  the Messiah bring Light to our world, especially when – as in this past year – we feel our world is at its darkest and most broken.
We can name that dark brokenness in so many ways. The pandemic, of course is front and center. But we’ve also seen ugly politics, especially recently, that’s caused suffering and pain for so many. We’ve seen domestic terrorism. We’ve seen monumental injustices. We’ve witnessed the gradual destruction of the beauty and life of our planet. And so, even though Isaiah gives us the hope and the promise  of a Messiah, it might be up to the angels to give us some practical news while we’re waiting.
For the angels say to us this afternoon, as they did to the frightened shepherds centuries ago, You have nothing to fear!  As a matter of fact, this message seems to weave itself through all the accounts of the birth of Jesus. An angel announces Jesus’  birth to a questioning Mary, and says, You have nothing to fear!  An angel appears to a frightened Joseph in a dream and says You have nothing to fear! God, says the angel, has promised that amazing and wonderful things are going to happen – right in the midst of all your doubts & fears. Even if it is the darkest day of the year – the Light will return to Newgrange … the Light will once again shine on the people of Israel … the Baby will be born in Bethlehem … and on earth, the Holy Peace that is the Christ  will remain; we have nothing to fear!  
Today, we celebrate the birth of Jesus. On the other side of the winter solstice, we rejoice at the rebirth of Light and Love into our world.  But let me share a thought from Joan Chittister that may help us to focus even more deeply on what we celebrate today and why. She says:
We do not come to Christmas to pretend that the baby Jesus is born again this day. Nor do we pretend that on this day, the baby Jesus is born in some mystical way in us. Rather, we come to Christmas looking for the signs of Jesus’ presence manifested in our own life and age, in us and in the world around us.
So as different as this Christmas season might be from others we have celebrated before, let’s celebrate nonetheless. Let’s sing all those carols and songs that remind us of Jesus and Bethlehem and the stable and the manger. Let’s enjoy all our family’s traditional Nativity sets, and have precious childhood memories resurrected as we talk about the coming of the Baby Jesus. But let us also remember that these are but signs of what we are called to do this Christmas Day. In Paul’s letter to Titus, he tells us to reject godless ways and worldly desires, to live temperately, justly and devoutly… in other words, to take a cue from the infant Jesus. Be simple. Be humble. Be Love. Be Lia Purpura. 


You probably haven’t heard of Lia Purpura, so let me tell you about her. Lia is an English professor at UMBC and at Loyola University, and she lives and works in Baltimore. She’s a published author, and a poet. When the pandemic shut us all down back in March, Lia looked for a way to keep hope and love and joy and peace alive in the world. And she began a practice she called Poems on the Menu. Each week since the lockdown started in March, Lia has composed or copied a poem every three days and written it on a chalk menu board that she places on the sidewalk outside her home. Neighbors walking by can read the poem. Cars sometimes stop. People take pictures of her poems and share them on Facebook and Twitter. Lia’s practice hasn’t gathered any national attention; but there’s a pretty steady stream of people in her neighborhood who walk by her home every day, and who’ve come to look forward to the comfort of her words in the midst of all our social distancing.     
When I heard Lia’s story a few weeks ago, I couldn’t help but think Lia is a Light in the darkness to those people who need her. Jesus came to be that Light for us, and we are invited to pass that Light along, in even the smallest of ways, just as Lia has done.  We have the both the privilege and the responsibility of manifesting God in our world today as surely as the baby Jesus did 2000 years ago. And that is what we really celebrate today. We have seen a great Light. We are embraced by a great Love. Even today, even at the end of a year that has tried us like no other we can remember,  Emmanuel is still God, Ever & Always With Us. In all our JOY, we cry O Come, let us adore him, Christ the Lord! Merry Christmas and Amen! 
Homily Divina: Christmas embodies what God has promised – the brilliant Light of Life & Love will always return to shatter the darkness.  
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