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So, let’s begin with a quick survey.  Who here has gotten everything done?  Okay, and who here has just a few more things to do when you get home?  A few more gifts to wrap?  A bit of cleaning up still to do in preparation for tomorrow’s guests?  A bit of cooking—or a lot of cooking still to do?  Who here still has a few presents to buy?  Anyone planning to swing by Target on the way home?  They’re open until 10:00 pm, you know!

This year, a funny thing happened on our way to Christmas.  On the weekend before Christmas, the weekend when even the most foresighted among us have several crucial errands to run, we got hit with a record blizzard.  There was a moment of collective panic on Friday night as the storm approached, and then, on Saturday, there was an incredible moment of collective release.  The entire Greater Washington Metropolitan area gave up on getting anything accomplished.  We stayed home and watched the falling snow.  There wasn’t even really a reason to shovel much because the snow just kept falling.  So we cooked and read and listened to music and puttered and forgot about everything we were going to try to do that day.  Wasn’t it lovely?

And then, on Monday, it was as if we suddenly caught ourselves daydreaming and collectively rapped our own knuckles.  We jumped into our cars and did our best to make up for a couple of days without shopping and mailing and running to and fro.  Did you feel it these past couple of days—the sense growing panic that due to that storm we just weren’t able to get it all done?

The fact of the matter is, it’s hard to be ready for Christmas even when there isn’t a blizzard, and still, it’s hard to avoid the pressure, internal or external, to get it all done, to get the gifts, prepare the house, make the food and resolve all conflicts among your family and friends.  We don’t focus much on the commercial side of Christmas here at KC, but the spiritual side has its own preparations and therefore, its own kind of pressure.  We know that spiritual insight, spiritual renewal isn’t really something we can make happen.  But we also know that there is much we can do to prepare the way of the Lord—in our hearts and in our world.  And so we adopt disciplines of prayer and service, of engagement and retreat, seeking to plow open the ground of our hearts so that we are ready to receive the seed that God might plant in us.

But all this emphasis on preparation can make us lose sight of one of the most basic messages of Christmas:  God comes to us, ready or not.  Preparation has value, but in the end, the Advent of God requires no preparation.

The scripture readings for Christmas Eve make this point loud and clear.  We started tonight with the words of the Prophet Isaiah and remember that Jesus was born into the yearnings, the expectations, of thousands of years of prophets and people.  He was long-expected.  The “hopes and fears of all the years” were met in him.  And yet, when he finally arrived, people hardly seemed prepared.  Jesus was born in a place that wasn’t ready to receive him.  He was born to parents who seem to be pretty surprised by his arrival.  He birth was announced from the skies by a chorus of angels, but the people who heard them were a group of shepherds who had no preparation whatsoever for their role as the first people to witness to his birth to the world at large.  As we tell these stories of birth of Jesus, we are telling the story of people who have been waiting and watching and people who haven’t been paying any attention whatsoever.  God becomes incarnate in the midst of all of them, ready or not.

This may seem like an accidental piece of the narrative but really, it’s a deep theological principle.  At the heart of Jesus’ ready-or-not arrival is the difference between a religion which is based on an incarnation and one which is based on an insight, an understanding, a point of enlightenment.  Jesus does not show up only to the enlightened.  He is not a reward for those who have spent years in rigorous spiritual study or discipline.  You do not have to “get it” to receive Christ.  
In fact, it could be that the people who have really thought about this are the least prepared.  There is an aspect of Jesus’ message that we only get sideways.  We need Jesus to catch us off guard, to surprise us, to startle us out of our assumptions, including our assumption 
Christmas really belongs to all of us.  Those who are ready and those who aren’t.  Those who have done it perfectly, and those who haven’t.  God doesn’t wait for you to get sane or get sober.  God doesn’t hold off until you’ve gotten a degree or gotten a job or gotten out of debt.  God doesn’t stand back, waiting for you to work things out with your spouse, to reconcile with your parents, to connect with your kids.

God doesn’t wait.  God doesn’t wait for the world to be at peace, for us to build cross-cultural understanding, for us to heal the sick and feed the hungry and pass legislation to make sure they can keep getting healed and fed.  God comes, ready or not.
Wherever you are right now, however your life is, God is ready to be born in you.  You probably aren’t ready.  I know I’m not.  But that doesn’t seem to matter to God.  God has picked this world, this imperfect and unprepared world, to be born into.  Let every heart prepare him room.  Let earth receive her King.  
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