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Christmas is such a magical time.  

When I was a kid, we spent Christmas Eve 

with my mother’s family.  My mother had 3 

siblings and a step-brother.  The five of 

them were married and had children, a total 

of 14 collectively.  Today, those 14 

grandchildren have a combined 29 children, 

so far.  The family gathering also included 

my great aunt’s four children and their 

families.  The Essman family is huge and 

amazing.  They experienced divorce, 

disease, and death, but everyone welcomed 

new members into the family with open 

arms.   

On Christmas Eve, the magic began 

when we arrived at the gathering.  It was 

customary to greet one another by saying 

“Christmas Eve Gift” with a hug.  It was 

more than a greeting.  It was a game, and we 

have some very competitive folks in the 

family.  The object was to be the first one to 

say it to each new person you see for the 

first time.  So, if you were late to the party, 

you were “Christmas Eve Gift”-ed at least 

10 times before you could get one in.  

 Before my grandmother passed 

away, one of my cousins asked, “How did 

Christmas Eve Gift get started?”  She said 

that one year, they were so poor they could 

not give gifts, so they created this fun game 

as a gift to greet each other with love instead 

of presents.  It caught on, and even though 

we don’t have this gathering any longer, we 

have an Essman Family Facebook group, 

where today we “Christmas Eve Gift”-ed 

each other with our posts.   

The magic continued during this 

family gathering.  The house was filled with 

laughter, stories, and song, not to mention 

the delicious food.  My grandmother was the 

best cook.  My grandmother’s dressing was 

the best you’d ever taste.   It was so moist 

and flavorful you wouldn’t dare put gravy 

on it.  Since it was deer season, the men 

shared hunting stories with loud, contagious 

laughter.  We also have two opera singers in 

the family, so we’d sing Christmas carols 

and be moved by the gift of their voices.  

Even the burly hunters would have tears in 

their eyes.  My mother started the tradition 

of reading the Bible story during this 

gathering, and for this moment, everyone – 

even the children with our boundless energy 

– listened intently to the magic of the first 

Christmas.  

I tried to explain to Andy how 

magical those Christmas Eves were, but it’s 

really hard to tell someone.  He doesn’t 

really “get it.”  He doesn’t “get” the 

“Christmas Eve Gift” game.  It’s hard to 

describe the magic that was made there.  

You had to experience it yourself.   

This was the same for the Shepherds.  

Imagine being out in the darkness, tending 

your flocks, minding your own business, 

when an angel of the Lord appears (SLIDE 

1).  And the glory of the Lord shone around 

you (SLIDE 2).  A light so bright that it 

filled the darkness; a light so magnificent 

that it must have seemed unbelievable 

(SLIDE 3). It was certainly something they 

had never seen before.  (SLIDE 4)  

The angel tells them: “I am bringing 

you good news of great joy for all the 

people: to you is born this day in the city of 

David a Savior, who is the Messiah” (Luke 

2:10-11).  “And suddenly there was with the 

angel, a multitude of the heavenly host, 

(SLIDE 5) praising God” (Luke 2:13).  Here 

are some images (SLIDE 6) of what artists 

envisioned what a multitude of the heavenly 

host looked like (SLIDE 7).   

“When the angels had left them, the 

shepherds said to one another, ‘Let us go 

now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has 

taken place!’” (Luke 2:15).  In other words: 

I have GOT to see this!  Let’s go and see 

“this thing” for ourselves.  (SLIDE 8) And, 

when they did, “The Shepherds returned, 

glorifying and praising God for all they had 
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heard and seen” (Luke 2:20).  The 

Shepherds’ lives were changed because of 

what they experienced with the Christ child. 

The shepherds walked in darkness, 

then they saw a great light.  Many of us find 

ourselves in darkness tonight.  We may be 

sitting in this sanctuary for the first 

Christmas Eve without our beloved spouse, 

parent, or child.  We may be separated from 

our families because of divorce or 

unresolved conflict.  We may be facing an 

uncertain future defined by cancer 

treatments, the progression of a terminal 

illness, or the slow disappearance of 

memory.  We may not even know why 

we’re in a darkness or how to get out.  God 

gave us this Christ child as a great light 

shining a way forward.    

God came to us, here on earth, 

through the birth of Jesus.  “They shall name 

him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with 

us” (Matthew 1:23).  God came to us to 

walk with us on this journey.  God came to 

us, so we would not be alone in our 

darkness.  The God of love sent us his Son 

of light to be with us at all times and in all 

places.  We never have to feel lost or alone 

in our darkness because we can always trust 

that God walks with us. 

Christmas is magical and full of love 

and hope, even in our darkness, because 

God sent his Son to show us a way out of 

the darkness.  It’s a simple invitation, yet 

profoundly life-altering: Come and see, as 

the Shepherds did.  Come and see God’s 

love for yourself.  Experience it, so that you 

can really “get it.”  The coming light of 

Christ is here.  Come and See. 

 

God of light and love, we thank you for 

bringing us here tonight, in this beautiful 

sanctuary, to celebrate the event that gives 

us hope.  Shine upon us this Christmas Eve 

and in the year ahead.  Guide us out of 

darkness and into your joyous light.  May 

our lives reflect your glorious love, so that 

others may see your Christmas Spirit in us, 

each and every day of our lives, as we take 

your light into the world.  Amen. 

 

 

 


