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SURPRISED BY CHRISTMAS 
Isaiah 9:1-6 Titus 2:11-14 Luke 2:1-14 

(Christmas Eve) 

Robert Fulghum had been under the weather for a while, so on a bleak February 
day he went to the doctor. As he sat in the waiting room, he noticed an attractive elderly 
couple waiting, too. The woman wore holly berries and poinsettia leaves in her hair. The 
man leaned toward Fulghum, smiled, and announced, "Meny Christmas!" Fulghum 
replied in same before he realized what he was saying. It wasn't Christmas. It was 
February. Then the man began singing Christmas carols. The receptionist addressed the 
old man as Uncle Ed, bidding him Meny Christmas and asking him to come on back for 
his appointment. After the old man left, his wife moved over next to Fulghum to explain 
his strange behavior. The woman had noticed that, after a couple of strokes some years 
back, her husband's behavior was changing. Then, one March morning quite 
unexpectedly, he had come down the stairs announcing that he had forgotten it was 
Christmas. He urged his wife to help him put up decorations and wrap gifts. The 
bewildered woman called up their daughters, and the whole family got together and 
~elebrnted Christmas that day. It was actually a warm, enjoyable experience~ After their 
.1aughters lett, the man asked his wi e to tell him about his childhood Christm ses. 
Maybe it was merciful that he didn't remember his abusive childhood, whe ·s family 
never celebrated Christmas. His wife, who had never lied to him, loved · too much to 
tell him the truth. So she spwi tales of wonderful holidays, full of lov , d family 
traditions, and memorable gifts. Her husband was pleased. lNow every few months, the 
woman explained, her husband will suddenly annowice that it is Christmas, and the 
family will once again gather to celebrate the occasion. The daughters think of these 
celebrations as Father's Day, their time to make him happy. No one ever knows when 
the Christmas conviction will strike, but they are ready and willing to participate in iv 
whenever it does. he woman remarked, "lt's kind of refreshing to have Christmas come 
as a surprise." ( 1) 

ff t ere is one thing we can say about Christmas, it is that it is a surprise. 
ihere have been few events in history that were quite as surprising. The hepherds out on 
the hillside were certainly surprised. In fact, the whole thing so unnerved them that they 
were" U_e · fe ." This was no ordinary night. wonder, if later, as they tried to tell 
heir story to their neighbors about what they saw that night, if people didn't look at them 
like some of us do those people in Roswell, New Mexico who claim to have seen UFOs. 
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Can't you hear their friends and neighbors: You saw what? Angels? They did what? 
They sang? The shepherds were surprised by Christmas. Mary and Joseph were 
surprised. The whole affair put a terrible strain on their relationship, as you can imagine. 
It took the intervention of an angel-first to Mary and then to Joseph-to put their hearts 
at peace. Tfie birth of the Son of God is not something that happens every day-to just 

anyone. Mary and Joseph were surprised. 
Certainly Herod was surprised. · a · s to 6e oom · g o ... ........,_. ~ 

e a may. me-.an :w_orsbip rum too.' We know better than that. Herod was so 
shocked by the whole situation that he had a whole generation of baby boys wiped out. 
IHerod was surprised. 

Even more importantly, the people of Israel were surprised. The Messiah was to 
come, they were convinced of it, but not like this. The Messiah was to come with power 

and might. To be sure, Isaiah had written, " tmto us · is 6om, t-o us a n · s 

(gi'\!Cll ... " But Isaiah wrote that several hundred years before the birth of the Christ child. 
Besides, the Messianic passages of the Hebrew Bible are a bit obscure. You can read lots 
of things into them . .. but a babe? God in a manger? Surprise! -e point has been made 

by many authors, but it is still a good one. The year was 1809. 'A war-weary world was 

anxiously watching the march of Napoleon across Europe. People were discouraged. 
Hope for the future was frail. All the while~ however, babies were being born. Alfred 
Lord Tennyson, Edgar Allen Poe, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Felix Mendelssohn, William 
E. Gladstone, Charles Darwin, and Abraham Lincoln MliliiiMii.iiUiW,.......,......,...._,"-'~....,;;; 
_..~While one age was dying, another was being born. That is the way God works. 
Quietly, steadily. t really should not surprise us. We want to look for God in the 
whirlwind and storm; God speaks in quiet whispers. If there is one thing you can say 
about Christmas, though, it is a surprise. 

If you have ever experienced the true message of Christmas, then you know 
what it is to be surprised. ~e:.seeetui-tm.ftg we Heed to ~ee. Experiencing the love 

of Christmas is still a surprise. How many times have you heard it said, "Oh, if we could 

, keep the Christmas spirit all year long." Why do we say that? Isn't it because it is a 
surprise when people actually are charitable to one another? When somebody goes out of 
their way to help somebody else? 

iFred V. Alias is with Holiday Inn hotels. He writes about a man named Rick. Fred 
' says that Rick is one of those people who make you proud to be a member of the human 

·ace. Rick is a shift leader at the Front Desk at one of their hotels. One blustery 

November day, ·ck was enjoying a day off, browsing through garage sales and thrift 

· stores. tone stop, he caught bits of conversation between a lady and her little girl. The 
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child was begging her mother to buy an old, dilapidated doll house for $15. The mother, 
uggling to maintain some dignity, reminded the little girl that they only had money for a 

coat. But the little girl kept begging. She promised she wouldn't even let herself feel the 
cold if she could only have the doll house. The mother's eyes welled with tears, but she 
hastily · for the stained, rag tag coat and left. 

· c , totally on impulse, hopped into his car and discreetly followed them to a run
down house. He noted their address and quickly drove back to the thrift shop to buy the 
doll house. He gathered paint and fabric and tools and proceeded to "renovate" the beat
up doll hous He even wallpapered the kitchen. Six weeks later, the doll house sparkled. 
It was now a co o earn home, complete with miniature furnishings. Something even 
Santa could not improve upo In the cold, gray dawn of Christmas Day, Rick loaded his 
treasure into his car and drove over to the little girl's house. He gently cleared the snow 
from the front steps and carefully placed the doll house ( wrapped only with a big red bow 
and letter from Santa) at the front door. Not wanting to embarrass the family, he quietly 
drove away and spent the rest of his Christmas morning as Manager on Duty at the 
Hotel.(2) Can't you imagine the look of wonder and joy on one little girl's face on 
Christmas morning? urprise! _,.,.. 

Such self-giving Jove always comes as a surprise in this cold, cruel world. It's not 
something we expect. It's a bonus that we find here and there-an aberration. We don' 
know why it is so surprising. We've heard a million times that it is more blessed to give 
than to receive. And somehow we suspect that is true. But we see ·t so rarely lived out. 
And when it is lived out, we are surpn A~ +o (}' of a spark of 
goodness that lies, often uncultivated, /' ,!flt- t~ n ":A,1,£,- ,ur last thought 
for this very special time of the year: I /- l'f j};J ,X.,,V ~ mrprise for 
the world. God looked down upon c1 (i. y, God's 
highest creation, had been a disappointment. Insteao v1. .. ___ tumanity 
embraced war; instead of embracing generosity and love, humanity crnv1. aced greed and 
hate. So God had a baby born in the little town of Bethlehem. This was God's surprise 
for God's world. 

A familiar story tells us that, n Christmas Eve in 1870, during the Franco-Prussian 
War, when Paris was besieged, the French and Germans faced each other in trenches 
before the city. Suddenly, a young Frenchman jumped out of his trench, and in a beautiful 
singing voice astonished the Gennans with Adolphe Adam's incomparable Cantique de 
Noel (0 Holy Night). The men on the opposite side seemed awestruck by his 
performance; and not a shot was fired in his direction. When the French singer had 
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cold if she could only have the doll house. The mother's eyes welled with tears, but she 
hastily · for the stained, rag tag coat and left. 

· c , totally on impulse, hopped into his car and discreetly followed them to a run
down house. He noted their address and quickly drove back to the thrift shop to buy the 
doll house. He gathered paint and fabric and tools and proceeded to "renovate" the beat
up doll hous e even wallpapered the kitchen. Six weeks later, the doll house sparkled. 
It was now a coo earn home, complete with miniature furnishings. Somet ing even 
Santa could not improve upo In the cold, gray dawn of Christmas Day, Rick loaded his 
treasure into his car and drove over to the little girl's house. He gently cleared the snow 
from the front steps and carefully placed the doll house ( wrapped only with a big red bow 
and letter from Santa) at the front door. Not wanting to embarrass the family, he quietly 
drove away and spent the rest of his Christmas morning as Manager on Duty at the 
Hotel.(2) Can't you imagine the look of wonder and joy on one little girl's face on 
Christmas morning? Surprise! 

--- Such self-giving Jove always comes as a surprise in this cold, cruel world. It's not 
something we expect. It's a bonus that we find here and there- an aberration. We don't 
know why it is so surprising. We've heard a million times that it is more blessed to give 
than to receive. And somehow we suspect that is true. But we see ·t so rarely Jived out. 
And when it is lived out, we are surprised. Christmas comes as a reminder of a spark of 
goodness that lies, often uncultivated, in every soul. And that brings us to our last thought 
for this very special time of the year: Christmas is intended to be God's surprise for 
the world. God looked down upon creation in profound sorrow. Humanity, God's 
highest creation, had been a disappointment. Instead of embracing peace, humanity 
embraced war; instead of embracing generosity and love, hwnanity embraced greed and 

hate. So God had a baby born in the little town of Bethlehem. This was God's surprise 
for God's world. 

A familiar story tells us that, on Christmas Eve in 1870, during the Franco-Prussian 
War, when Paris was besieged, the French and Germans faced each other in trenches 
before the city. Suddenly, a young Frenchman jumped out of his trench, and in a beautiful 
singing voice astonished the Gennans with Adolphe Adam's incomparable Cantique de 
Noel (0 Holy Night). The men on the opposite side seemed awestruck by his 

performance; and not a shot was fired in his direction. When the French singer had 
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finished the carol, a German responded. He came out of his trench to sing, in his own 
language, Luther's beloved Christmas hymn, Von Himmel Hoch (From Heaven Above I 
Come to You) (3) For one brief moment in the midst of the insanity of war, there came a 
message of God's love and God's hope. That is what Christmas is all about. God sent a 
babe into the world. And that babe grew to adulthood and he gathered arowid him men 
and women that he called out to be his Christmas light to the world. And friends, you and 
I are those men and women today. We are the ones Christ has called to love the world as 
he loved the world. We are to be God's Christmas surprise to our families, to our friends, 
to our commwrity, to our world. Can't you imagine how surprised our commwrity would 
be if each person here determined to live out the love and joy of Christmas throughout the 
year? That's God's plan; God's gift to humanity. 

Do you remember the bishop's speech in the vintage motion picture, The Bishop's 
Wife? Composed by Cary Grant and spoken by David Niven, this speech carries an 
important message for this event we celebrate. I quote: "Tonight I want to tell you the 
story of an empty stocking. Once upon a midnight clear there was a Child's cry, a 
blazing star hwig over a stable, and wise men came with birthday gifts. We haven't 
forgotten that night down the centuries. We celebrate it with stars hwig pn the Christmas 
tree and the cry of bells and gift . Especially with gifts . We buy them and wrap them and 
put them under the tree. Y · e me a tie, I give you a book, Cousin Martha always 
wanted an or!;ll~,,,,-f,!111ueezer, Uncle Harry can use a new pipe. Oh, we forget nobody. 
Adult or chil . All the stockings are filled. All, that is, except one. We have even 
forgotten to hang it up. A stocking for that Child born in a manger. It's His birthday 
we're celebrating. Don't let us forget that. Let us ask ourselves what He would wish for 
most, then let each put in his share: lovingkindness, warm hearts, and the stretched-out 
hand of tolerance-all the shining gifts which make up peace on earth." Unquote. (4) 
That's God's surprise gift for the world: it is when you and I fill Christ's stocking with 
lovingkindness, warm hearts, and the stretched-out hand·of tolerance- all the shining___ 
gifts which make up peace on earth. 111(~ 7~ ~ ~.1 ~ ~ 

(!)(} fl.._ WJ1 R),J) 1,.,1/rJ.J-. BE ' VR PR.:r.:51;.J> 'B/ CHR'IST~1 

1. Robert Fulghum, Maybe (Maybe Not) (New York: Villard Books, 1993) p. 57-63 . 
2. Wit~out Reservations (Pennsylvania: Haddon Craftsmen, Inc., 1992), pp. 73-75. 
3. Maymie Richardson Krythe, All about Christmas (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1954). 
4. James F. Bender, How To Talk Well (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1949), p. 201. 
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-ST. LUKE 2 
ised to our fathers, and to re
member his holy covenant; 

73 The oath which he sware to 
our father Abraham, 

74 That he would grant unto us, 
that we being delivered out of the 
hand of our enemies might serve 
him without fear, 

75 In holiness and righteousness 
bef ote him, all the days of our life. 
76 And thou, child, shalt be 

called the prophet of the Highest: 
for thou shalt go.before the face of 
the Lord to prepare his ways; 
77 To give knowledge of salva

tion unto his people by the remis
sion of their sins, 

78 Through the tender mercy of 
our God; whereby the· dayspring 
from on high hath visited us, 

79 To give light to them that sit 
in darkness and in the shadow of 
death, to guide our feet into the 
way of peace. 
80 .And th.e child grew, and 

waxed strong in spirit, and was in 
the deserts till the day of his 
shewing unto Israel. 

CHAPTER 2 
/\ND it came to pass in those 

fl. days, that there went out a 
decree from Cresar Augustus, that 
all the world should be taxed. 
2 (And this taxing was first made 

when Cy-re'-ni-us was governor 
of Syria.) 
3 And all went to be taxed, every 

one into his own city. 
4 And Joseph ~lso went up from 

Galilee, out of the city of Naza
reth, into J udrea, unto the city of 
David, which is called Bethlehem; 
(because he was of the house and 
lineage of David:) · 
5 To be taxed with Mary his 

espoused wife, being great with 
child. 

6 And so it was, that, while they 
1268 

The birth of Jesus 
were there, the days were accom
plished that she should be de
livered. 

7 And she brought forth her 
firstborn son, and wrapped him in 
swaddling clothes, and laid him in 
a manger; because there was no 
room for them in the inn. . 

8 And there were in the same 
country shepherds abiding in the 
field, keeping watch over their 
flock by night. 

9 And, lo, the .angel of th~L.grd 
came upon them, andth""'eglory of 
the Lord shone round about 
them: and they were sore afraid. 

10 And the angel said unto them, 
Fear not: for~ll-,ehold, I bring you 
good tidings of great joy, which 
shall be to all people., 

11 For unto·you is born this day 
in the city of David a 'Saviour; 
which is Christ the Lord. 

12 And this shall be a-sig1f'unto . 
y.o.u; 1 Ye shall find the. · babe 
~raJ?ped in swaddling clothes, ly
ing 1n a manger. 

13 And suddenly there was with 
the angel a multitude of the heav
~nly host praising God, and say~ 
1ng, 

14 Glory to God in the highest, 
and on earth peace~ good will to~ 
ward men. 

15 And it came to pass, as the 
angels were gone away from them 
into heaven, the shepherds said 
one to anothet, et us now go 
even unto· Bethlehem, and see 
this thing which is come to pass, 
which the Lord hath made known 
unto us . 
. 16 And they came with haste, 
and found Mary, and Joseph, and 
the babe lying in a manger. 

17 And when they had seen it, 
tliey made known '.abroad· the say
ing which was told them concern
ing this child. 

1' 



A CHRISTMPlS PRAYER 
fl.- 1'1- 11 A/ft 

.£ving Father, help us remember the birth of Jesus, 
that we may share in the song of angels, the gladness of the 
shepherds, and the worship of the wise 1nen. Close the door 
of hate and open the door of love all over the world. Let 
kindness come with every gift and good desires with every 
greeting. Deliver us from evil by the blessing which Christ 
brings, and teach us to be merry with clear hearts. May the 
Christmas 1norning make us happy to be Thy children, and 
the Christmas evening bring us to our beds with grateful 
thoughts, forgiving and forgiven, for Jesus' sake. A1nen! 



MORNING WORSHIP 
December 19, 1999 

A Christmas Hmnecoming 

Prelude Linda Bratcher 
Hymn 87 Joy to the World! The Lord Is Come 
Morning Prayer ~f $ 1YfJ Jerold McBride 
A Gift of Song The Sanctuary Choir 

The Very Best TI me of Year Rutter 
We Welcome You Larry Shotwell 

We Wish You a Merry Christmas 
(As the chorus is sung, children ages 4 & 5, grades 1-3 
are invited to join the Pastor on the platform steps.) 

A Time for Children ~ o/ ~ erold McBride 
Hymn 103 Away in a Manger 
A Reading for Christmas Barbara Rowland 
Sha.ring Gifts at Christmas Kay Smith 
Families Singing at Christmas The Feuays 

Do You Hear What I Hear? 
A College Student HJimj{o.rf hristmas Eric Mears 
Hymn l W 7oA1f ,.+'1 ~ "'f- ~ng We Now of Christmas 
A Gift of So;g~~ersity Reunion Ensemble 

0 Come, all Ye Faithful arr. Chapman 
Families Singing at Christmas The Herringtons 

The Gift Goes On 
The Ministry of Prayer Ronnie Laughlin 
Families Singing at Christmas The Rices 

All Is Well , 
A Christmas Message,.t,'AV'/ ~ Jerold Mc ride 

Surprised By Christmas 
Hymn of Commitment 117 

As with Gladness Men of Old 
Offertory Music John Guajardo 

Canon de Noel Martin 
Sharing Commitments Ronnie Laughlin 
Benediction -~---- Jerold McBride 
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