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Christmas Eve 2022 
St. Catherine’s Anglican Church, North Vancouver BC 
Sermon Notes 
 
Our final carol this afternoon will be Joy to the World—at the end of each verse we repeat the 
final line three times—we’ll sing, at the end of the first verse, ‘and heaven and nature sing’ three 
times. 
 
When, in poetry or song, you repeat something, it means it’s important—and I think this line is 
important—it reveals a theology of Christmas that I’d like to speak with you about—but first we 
have clear out some of the excess Christmas furniture. 
 
Because Christmas is like a room with too much furniture in it!  There are so many 
associations—food and feasting, indoor Christmas trees, lights, baking, gift giving, family 
traditions and memories, snowmen, reindeer, Santa, sleighbells, tinsel, Hallmark movies, cards, 
visits—to say nothing about angels, stars, shepherds, magi, stables, a babe in a manger, with a 
virgin mother and wondering father....I’d like you clear these things out of your mind for a 
moment so we can focus on the theology of this ancient feast.  Don’t worry—I’ll bring them 
back in a few moments,  
 
To do that, let me take you back to Christmas Eve 1968—and those of you too young to 
remember, here’s what happened1.  The Apollo 8 spacecraft was orbiting the moon and at 9:30 
p.m. eastern time began a broadcast from space.   Astronaut William Anders spoke to the 
audiences around the world “The sky up here is .. rather forbidding, a foreboding expanse of 
blackness, with no stars visible.  We are .. approaching lunar sunrise.  For all the people back on 
Earth, the crew of Apollo 8 have a message that we would like to send to you.” Minutes before 
the spacecraft slipped behind the moon for the last time, the crew took turns reading from 
Genesis. “In the beginning, God created the heaven and the Earth...”   Around the world, 
television sets glowed with the broadcast. One in four people on Earth—roughly a billion people 
spread among 64 countries—listened to the reading.  Compared with the images from space we 
see now from the Webb telescope, the Apollo 8 pictures pale—they’re grainy and unclear. But 
one of their photos taken on the same voyage, of an earth rise from the perspective of space 
continues to inspire and remind us of our place in the universe.  Their broadcast from moon’s 
orbit inspired American poet Archibald MacLeish to write this: 

“To see the earth as it truly is, small, blue, and beautiful in that eternal silence where it 
floats, is to see ourselves as riders on the earth together,  
relatives on that bright loveliness in the eternal cold—relatives who know now they are 
truly related.”2 

 

 
1 https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/how-apollo-8-delivered-moment-christmas-eve-
peace-and-understanding-world-180976431/ 
 
2 https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/library/national/science/nasa/122568sci-nasa-macleish.html 
(adapted) 
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I believe that this moment from 1968 had a huge role in transforming human consciousness, 
linking together the perspective from space with our religious tradition—linking together heaven 
and nature as astronauts recited the ancient creation song from the vastness of interstellar space. 
 
There’s no doubt when you see that image of our earth in space that we are all related—and 
we’re related not only to each other as siblings but to the whole creation.  And this is the 
theology of Christmas.  It’s not so much about a miraculous birth as it is about a transformational 
insight—that the earth, indeed the universe is filled with the energy of God.   
 
Franciscan theologian Richard Rohr teaches that this is what the theological word ‘incarnation’ 
is all about.  He reminds his students that the first Incarnation of God did not happen in 
Bethlehem 2,000 years ago; the initial Incarnation actually happened around 14 billion years ago 
with “The Big Bang.” That is when God decided to materialize and self-expose in this 
universe.3   He writes, “Two thousand years ago marks the Incarnation of God in Jesus, but 
before that there was the Incarnation through light, water, land, sun, moon, stars, plants, trees, 
fruit, birds...and “every kind of wild beast” according to Genesis ...”   
 
This is the same thought that the author of John’s gospel had when he began with the words, “In 
the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God...”  The 
incarnation of God was known first in the creation of the universe—we can see the imprint of 
divine beauty in the creation itself.  You know this when you are awed by the beauty of a sunset, 
or a mountain range, or even with the beauty of a snowfall...the carol Joy to the World 
anticipates this when, in the second repeated refrain we sing, “let us glad songs employ, while 
fields and floods, rocks, hills and plains, repeat the sounding joy...”   This is why many of us 
bring a living tree into our homes at this time of year—to connect us again to the divinity within 
nature.  
 
The first incarnation is God materializing in the very stuff of the universe; the  
second incarnation is how God chooses to permeate human consciousness through becoming 
human in Jesus.  Franciscan sister Illia Delio puts it this way, “It is spellbinding that after 
millions of years of biological evolution human consciousness reaches a point where divinity 
appears; that Jesus is the human person who shows us the power of the human soul to manifest 
divine life.”4  This is what Christmas about...not a memory of a bygone event, but the promise 
that divinity can be expressed through us.  This is why we give gifts, feast with family and 
friends.  It’s to give expression to the divine impulse deep within us to connect with others, to 
understand that we are all related and not only that—we are created to be in the world as 
peacemakers and bringers of justice, and ones who love and care for this good earth—our island 
home.    
 
The ancient prophet Isaiah sings this out in tonight’s second reading, “How  

 
3 https://cac.org/daily-meditations/the-first-incarnation-2019-02-21/ 
 
4 https://christogenesis.org/who-is-in-the-manger/?eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=e82f18d9-c072-424c-b47b-
df21f9acffbb 
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beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace, 
who brings good news...”  And poet Maya Angelo expresses it with her characteristic charisma, 
“All the earth's tribes loosen their voices to celebrate the promise of Peace. We, Angels and 
Mortals, Believers and Non-Believers, look heavenward and speak the word aloud.  Peace. We 
look at our world and speak the word aloud. Peace. We look at each other, then into ourselves 
and we say without shyness or apology or hesitation. Peace, My Brother.  Peace, My Sister.  
Peace, My Soul.”5 
 
In Jesus, and now through us, the Word becomes flesh.  The word Incarnation is Latin for, “in-
the-flesh.” The Word is peace—in the flesh. The Word is justice in the flesh. The Word is light 
amidst the darkness. The Word is love enfleshed.    And, with extreme weather all around us—
the word is ecology, climate justice—we are called to love the world as God does and care for it, 
our island home in the universe.  
 
In his moving speech, accepting his re-election as the US Senator from Georgia, Pastor Raphael 
Warnock spoke to his crowd saying this, “I believe that democracy is the political enactment of a 
spiritual idea. The notion that each of us has within us a spark of the divine…We all have 
value.”6  Each of us has within us a spark of the divine. Each of us, and all of us have value and 
worth.  This is a theology of Christmas. 
 
In just a few moments you’ll be invited to come forward and receive an outward and visible sign 
of the incarnation of God—a simple piece of bread, and if you choose a sip of wine—it’s a 
powerful reminder that God lives in you.  May Christ be born in you today and may heaven and 
nature sing! 
 

The Very Reverend Peter G. Elliott 
December 24, 2022 

 
 

 
5 https://godspacelight.com/2018/12/29/amazing-peace-a-christmas-poem-by-dr-maya-angelou/ 
 
6 https://www.11alive.com/article/news/politics/raphael-warnock-victory-speech-full-text/85-1da60dc5-1ba5-
4127-9ba6-9ab41d10339e 
 


