“‘Christmas Comes to a Back Fence’”
Luke 1:39-45

(Based on a Sermon by J. Ellsworth Kalas)
It has been said that “Christmas comes at the intersection between that which is sublimely holy and that which is utterly common.”  Christmas is the ultimate story of God’s love for our human race, but interestingly enough the story takes place in a field where shepherds watched their flocks, and in a manger cave near a first-century inn.  Christmas is the eternal moment when “the Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14), but it came to pass through a common teenage girl from an insignificant village.  And part of the story happened at a back fence.  Well, not exactly, but figuratively speaking, a back fence.
What I’m trying to say is that Christmas shows us that no part of life is unimportant to God and that no part of life is beyond God’s interest.  And if that is so, then not one of us is beyond God’s care and concern.  The Christmas story dramatically reveals that God is not a far-distant, inapproachable object of worship, but one who chose to come into our everyday world and live in our midst – and to do so in the most ordinary of circumstances.

So I want to take us now to one of those common settings, a back fence.  It seems to me that if Christmas can come to a back fence, it can come anywhere.  It’s a scene from the first chapter of the Gospel of Luke.  A girl in the village of Nazareth had received from God an extraordinary message.  She would bring forth a child born under unique circumstances.  It was a beautiful message, but a quite overwhelming message – indeed, a frightening one.  
Now when this girl received this message, she immediately replied: “I belong to the Lord, body and soul…Let it happen as you say.”  Mary’s answer was a classic statement of submission and devotion to the will of God.  But it isn’t hard to read between the lines here.  It’s obvious that Mary felt as much apprehension as she did joy and anticipation.
So, what do you do at such a time?  When you’re caught between unimaginable glory and inexpressible fear, what do you do?  You find someone to talk to.  You fine a compassionate ear.  That’s what Mary did.  The Bible says that she “went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country,” to the house where Zechariah and Elizabeth lived.
Now my wife, Zoe Anne, had a Great Aunt named Ruth.  And Zoe Anne loved and trusted Ruth.  And I remembering Zoe once saying that she could tell Aunt Ruth anything, and Ruth would always listen without passing judgment and would always understand Zoe Anne’s feelings.  I sort of sense that this is what’s going on between Mary and her much older cousin, Elizabeth.  Perhaps Elizabeth was Mary’s special person who would listen without judgment and understand her feelings.
So that day, Christmas came to a back fence.  Now I’m not literally speaking of a back fence.  The actual setting may have been a kitchen or a bedroom, or simply the open large all-purpose room of a first century Middle Eastern home.  Or it may have been a back courtyard.  I’m just saying that Christmas came to one of those places where two women come together and talk.  Now in our own day and time and in our Western world, it is just as likely that two women might gather to talk in a lounge area where they work outside the home, or they might meet at a coffee shop.  But in that day and time, it would be a cooking area or a back fence, a place where women might exchange confidences.
And it was to just such a setting that the glory of God came, in full Christmas splendor.  Now let’s pause just a second to ponder the marvel of this event, because I want you to see that women are a crucial part of the Christmas story.  First, there’s Mary, and because of her every woman can walk with a unique sense of dignity.  It was a woman who witnessed for the world our call to submit our will to the will of God.  
And there’s also Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist, and also a friend, relative, and confidante to Mary.  And notice how Elizabeth is not threatened by the lesser role her son is called to play in comparison to Mary’s son.  She too, a woman, submits her will to the will of God.
And all this takes place in a day and time when women were generally downgraded.  Archaeologists have found a letter from an Egyptian workman to his wife.  They were expecting a baby during his absence from home, so he wrote to his wife, “If it is a boy, keep it.  If it is a girl, throw it out.”  Their world was a brutal world (as is ours, in its own way), but it was especially brutal to women.  Yet, the biblical Christmas story, the story of God coming uniquely to the human race, includes women – two rather common women who meet to talk in their kitchen, or in their courtyard, or at a back fence.
Mary had done no more than call out a greeting to Elizabeth when something altogether remarkable happened.  The story says that “When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, her child leaped in her womb.”  At that time, Elizabeth was in the sixth month of her pregnancy, and when she saw Mary, it was as if her baby, John the Baptist, responded in her womb with the excitement of holy recognition.
But then something more happens.  Not only does the baby leap in Elizabeth’s womb; Elizabeth herself is “filled with the Holy Spirit.”  Now we read a lot about the work of the Holy Spirit in the Gospel of Luke, and especially in the book of Acts.  And isn’t it fascinating that the first New Testament report of someone being filled with the Holy Spirit comes from this common domestic scene, where two women are soon to compare notes on pregnancy and on the marvel of God’s work in their lives?  
And I wonder if we ought to be more aware in our own day and time of the fascinating ways that the Holy Spirit of God comes to us today in our common places of work, or our kitchen conversations, or on the playground, or in the boardroom, or classroom.
Christmas, you see, makes any room of life consecrate, brings a flame to a common bush, transforms a coffeepot into a sacrament.  Christmas came to the world of the common place, the world of back fences and midmorning snacks.  We’re inclined to isolate God to a world of high lofty Sunday worship or a devote Bible Study or a moving mission trip.  But in this story, God came to an everyday place where people talk and cook, where they lay down their jackets when they return from the outdoors.

As these women talked, the Holy Spirit of God came upon them.  They were women in a world where women were expendable.  They were powerless in a world that loved power (it always does).  They were the kind of people who wouldn’t ordinarily stand out in a crowd, except perhaps for the character in their faces.  And they had come to an ordinary place – a kitchen, a back fence – to do an ordinary thing – talk.  And there at a back fence, the glory of Christmas revealed itself.
But after all, where should we expect God to come into human life?  If Christmas had come only to places of prominence, Christmas would be the province of the powerful.  And if it had happened only in a designated place of worship, Christmas might seem to be the property of priests or the clergy.  
I mentioned earlier the quote about Christmas coming at the intersection of the sublimely holy and the utterly common.  Well, God supplies the sublimely holy, and we humans provide the utterly common.  And lest we complicate the “common” by our attempts to improve on it, God has chosen, it seems, to make the scene so unmistakably common that the point cannot help being clear.  God is not limited to the “out there,” but has chosen to come among us.  Christmas is an event for a crude manger, near a not very impressive first-century hotel, with preliminary scenes in a hillside town, over a back fence.  God is not shut off in a corner of life – not even an ornately sacred corner; God chooses to be present in any and every scene, with no reluctance to enter our common life.
So if you’re wondering where Christmas will happen this year, I’ll answer with a question: Where do you expect to be?  Because Christmas is meant to happen where we are.  God enters our ordinary days and our routine patterns – sometimes a back fence, sometimes the world of shared confidences, sometimes the kitchen of a modest home, sometimes the carefully arranged dinner party.

Come to think of it, I may be giving you a warning of sorts.  The first Christmas was full of surprises, and there seems no reason to think those surprises have come to an end.  It just might be that the Holy Spirit will break in on your life this Christmastime, intersecting some common moment – in a kitchen or bedroom, during a break at the office, in a visit with a friend.  Who can guess where your back fence may be?
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.

Let us pray:

Ever present God, this Christmas open our eyes to see you in every corner of our common lives – bringing your hope, peace, joy and love.  Fill us with your Holy Spirit, and help us to embrace the blessings of submitting our will to your will.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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