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In the name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit

Amen.
On November 28th, 2015, I and 27 other pilgrims who had embarked on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land from the Diocese of Massachusetts, were getting ready to return to the United States.  Our final activity before heading to the airport was dinner at a very nice hotel restaurant to celebrate a wonderful trip.  During our dinner the sun set, and when we exited the restaurant we were greeted by a cool evening breeze.  We said good-bye to our guides and began the long trek home, beginning with an hour-long bus-ride from Jerusalem to Tel-Aviv to catch an 11 in the evening flight.  We left the restaurant and it was dark, we arrived at the airport and it was dark, we boarded the plane and it was dark, and as we flew back home there was no hint of light as we were continuously flying west.  When we arrived at Newark, NJ at four in the morning it was dark.  When we made it through customs and headed to the tram to take us to another terminal it was dark, and when we arrived at the terminal we were greeted by those huge windows showing us it was still nighttime.  When we left for Israel it seemed like a 24-hour day and upon our return like a 24-hour night.  As we were seated in the terminal, all exhausted, especially those of us who were forced to endure a 12 ½  hour flight in the middle seat, something truly amazing happened.  All of a sudden this dark night had a streak of light through it, then another and then another, and the sky took on this deep, rich, orange glow shining through the clouds.  Many of us as tired as we were could not resist going to the window to watch this amazing sunrise while snapping pictures.  I posted some of these pictures on Facebook and a parishioner of this Church commented—“a gorgeous welcome home”.  It truly was.  
One of the places we visited while in Israel was the Shepherds Field, which was located right outside of Bethlehem.  We came to this place and as was our custom when visiting a Biblical sight, read a passage from the Bible in which the place we were visiting is mentioned.  We read from the second chapter of St. Luke’s Gospel how “in that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night” when “suddenly an Angel of the Lord stood before them” bringing them tidings of tremendous joy meant for all people.  Unto them, unto all people, this day is born in the City of David, a Saviour, who is the Messiah the Lord.  And upon hearing this news the shepherds said to one another, “let us go even unto Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place.”  As we heard the reading, we gazed out over the field trying to picture as best we could, this scene two thousand years ago.  I began to picture in my mind a scene from a Christmas pageant, we performed at the Church I grew up in.  Like many pageants there was a scene with the Shepherds.  As in our Gospel, after the angels depart from them, all the shepherds rush off to Bethlehem.   The part I was thinking about was the end of the pageant and the Nativity scene with all those in the play, including the shepherds, gathered around the manger where the Baby Jesus lay and what takes place after that scene.
The Nativity scene with the shepherds and angels, the Three Wise Men and the many other characters and animals from the pageant all gathered around Mary and Joseph and the manger holding the Baby Jesus is usually how most pageants end.  However our Gospel passage goes on, it goes on to describe how after reaching Bethlehem and seeing the Baby Jesus, “the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.”  A night that most likely started out as any other night, ended quite differently; it was a night that began with prophecy and ended with fulfillment.  Centuries before Christ’s birth, the Prophet Isaiah wrote, “the people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness--on them light has shined.”  When Isaiah wrote this passage, he was most likely speaking of a transition from a dark and gloomy time to the bright light of a new age.  This can and has happened over the course of time in many different places and instances, however, never more brilliantly had this occurred than it did on that first Christmas.  And as the shepherds left Mary and Joseph and this Baby they found as the Angel had foretold them, wrapped in swaddling cloth, these shepherds were in fulfillment of prophecy, and made this known to those they encountered of what they had heard and seen.  They had gone from a time of darkness, living in a world of darkness, to seeing a great light, for them light had shined in the person of Jesus Christ, the beautiful, warm, bright light of the Incarnate God.  
We hear the different accounts in the Bible of Old Testament prophecies coming to fulfillment in the New Testament.  We think of the Prophecies of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Micah, the future they foretold, the promises they made.  One of these they spoke of was of a Saviour and that prophecy came to fulfillment.  We hear Mary declare the goodness of God in fulfilling His promises as she shares the news with her cousin Elizabeth, that she will be the mother of God’s Son.  We hear this evening Luke describe in beautiful detail and language the birth of this long foretold Saviour.  We hear the Shepherds praise God, as they go forth into the world as they were called to fulfill what the Prophet Isaiah wrote “the people have seen a great light.”  We can read about the fulfillment of prophecy through the birth of Jesus, we can hear about it, teach about it, preach about it, converse about it, and we can also behold this light, behold Jesus in our very own lives, for our very own selves.  My friends, like those shepherds we, we too, can be the fulfillment of prophecy.  The light has shone in the world.   We are invited by God through the Angel to behold the Christ Child for the Angel proclaimed that Christ, the Messiah came for all, and just as those shepherds did, we can behold that light in our world, it can become a part of our lives, the light that Isaiah says will scatter the darkness.  Our world is still hurting, violence and hatred can still be found, this land of ours can still be dark, our lives can still be dark at times, through Christ the darkness did not disappear, but as St. John tells us in his Gospel, Jesus shone in the darkness and the darkness could not overcome Him and we learn later on not even the darkness of death could snuff out the Light.  The Light, Jesus Christ, shines in our world today and calls us all to behold Him, so that that light can rest on us, in us, and proclaim for us, be proclaimed by us, that Christmas came, has come, and never ended.  And we can go back into the world joyful and triumphant as the shepherds, and like those shepherds, we can help spread the news of this light to one another, it is ours to behold, to adore and to take for it is our light, it is humanity’s light, for it came for us all.  God in Christ Jesus came for us all.
“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness--on them light has shined.”  On Christmas the light that enlightens all illuminated our world.  It shone forth in the bleak mid-winter, and ever since then the world has only become more light.  And just as that morning sky in Newark called 28 pilgrims and others to it, the light of the Incarnate God calls us, calls us to become a part of it and share in it as it becomes brighter and brighter and brighter.  We are invited to help that light become brighter through our care and concern for our fellow sisters and brothers and all creation.  And at the last it will be fulfilled as finally the dawn will break, we will find ourselves surrounded by the day and we will know Jesus’ Kingdom has come, and as Jesus welcomes us into that Kingdom, we will know that we are home—and what a gorgeous welcome home it will be.
To God be Glory, Majesty, Honor and Praise forever and forever. Amen.



