
SERMON: DECEMBER 20 2020 

ADVENT 4 : GOOD NEWS OF GREAT JOY  

 

Luke 2:8-20  

Today we have heard the story of God with us in the birth of Jesus.  
 
It is so good to be singing carols in church again. I love music – it draws me out of 
myself  and opens my heart to beauty and the sacred -  Christmas is about the wonder 
of the birth of the babe and the holiness of light shining in the night and the joy of what it 
all means.   
 
This year I enjoyed reading Tara June Winch’s new prize winning  book The Yield. Tara 
June Winch is an indigenous Wiradjuri woman from the mid west of New South Wales.   
Part of the story is about a dying grandfather who has written down the words of his 
language and what they mean – words he found on the wind as he connected with the 
ancestors.  You get this sense of connection between the visible physical world  - a hill - 
a river – an animal we can see and experience and the ancestors of the Dreamtime and  
God who is Spirit.                                                St Paul talked of the God “in whom we 
live and move and have our being ”  - a  spirituality of the presence of God around us 
and with us and in everything.   
 
There’s a lookout  near Leura in the Blue Mountains called Sublime Point…. You stand 
there over the stillness of the Jamieson Valley and look across at Mount Solitary – You 
look across at the majestic red cliffs  and down to the creeks and tree tops  far below.. 
… it’s a quiet place where the only sounds might be the wind and the birds … it’s a 
place where I experience the majesty and mystery of God…. I feel like I could reach out 
and touch God. It’s what my Celtic ancestors a thin place.  
 
But I don’t have to get out of the city to find a thin place  - a place where I sense God 
with me:   



 I experience it when my grandson sits on my knee and we read a book  - I experience it 
when I baptize a little child held in her father’s arms surrounded by her family. I have 

experienced it in a hospital room praying with a parent who is dying surrounded by the 
love of their family. I experience it when I see people growing plants in our community 
garden.  Recently someone was showing me photos of flowers in her garden  and her 

moment of wonder  at their beauty.   
 

A thin place is where our ordinary everyday experience intersects  with the spiritual –  It 
is where a veil is lifted  and God shines through  - It’s a place  -  a moment in time  - 
when our  hearts are  opened  and we are filled with the presence and the glory of God.    
 

The good news that I have shared in this time leading to Christmas is that God is not 
somewhere else  - God is with us as one of us. God is in Jesus  sharing our humanity  -  
it is news to fill the emptiness and longings of our hearts which as St Augustine said are 
restless until we  find our peace in a relationship with God.   
 

The story of the shepherds as part of Christmas started off in an ordinary way: 
shepherds in a field watching over their sheep.  
 

They weren’t particularly religious men – in fact their work kept them away from places 
of worship most of the time. Shepherds  were simply not able to keep the Jewish 
ceremonial law and their meticulous washing rituals. People saw them as unclean and it 
is  quite likely that none of them could read and write. But God loved them - out in the 
hills caring for their flocks.  
 
Shepherds had to be alert and ready for action. They had to be prepared for the 
unexpected as they peered out into the darkness around them for signs of danger. 
Imagine  them on that clear cold night.  Out there in the  darkness the stars were 
luminous and bright. If you have ever been out in the country on a clear night you may 
remember feeling as if you could reach up and touch the stars hanging in the sky.  
 
Perhaps it was a night like that when suddenly that reality which is usually unseen 
dazzled their senses. This Advent I have been using the reflections of David Adam in  
his The Echo of God * and he describes how the lights and the angels were not some 
visitation from another world – they were  from a world that is always there. If you only 
see the shepherds, you will get just a part of the picture.  Their world, as is ours, is full 
of the presence of God.  
 

  



Do you remember when we bought films for our cameras and we got back the negatives   
Have you watched a whole picture develop before your eyes? Have you seen how  
what is unseen in the negative emerges but it was always there – we just didn’t see it.  
 
As David Adams says However you imagine angels to look it does not really matter. 
They are far more often the hidden messengers of God than creatures that can be 
seen: Angels are messengers who remind  us that God comes to us, and speaks to us 
and loves us. If you keep your senses open, you too might become aware of God’s 
messengers.  
 
IN our Bible story, St Luke  is describing the indescribable  -   an amazing experience 
when the alert senses of the shepherds were opened  to that other dimension of the  
world and they had an intense experience of their world  in all its dimensions   – it was a  
presence which can only be described as the glory of God shining through to embrace 
them as heaven reached out and intersected with earth.  
 

 
 

Today I invite you to open your hearts to the presence of God and the good news of 
great joy which the angels proclaimed.    
 
It’s good news not be afraid of. Because despite the extraordinary and the supernatural  
which can sometimes unsettle us,  the news is about the love of God, the God  whom 
we can trust and who enters into our lives in all our ordinariness as one of us.  
 
It is “good news  of great joy”  for when we find God we experience joy as  the gift of 
God’s presence with us  and  in us. And God is eternal which  means that  such joy  
is not some passing pleasurable moment but a deep and profound experience  which  
no-one can take it away from us. 
 
And   the good news of great joy that the angels announce is about the birth of a child  - 
A child’s birth is a joyful occasion but this one is very special  - for to you and to me is 
born a Saviour – the Messiah the Lord  - this is the birth that the shepherds along with 
Mary and  all their people have been longing for for generations.   
 



Here is this One  whom John said is full of grace and truth and has the power to make 
us children of God  - the one who will save  us from our sins and give  us peace with 
God and with each other and with ourselves.  His promise is that in him  we should not 
perish but have eternal life….    
 
And then the story with its starry night and angels and wonder is suddenly earthed. The 
shepherds are directed not to look for this Saviour – this Lord - in the sky or in a 
splendid palace -  but wrapped in the ordinariness of  swaddling clothes is in a feeding 
trough in a stable – Could there be a place anywhere more earthy to find God with us?  
 

 
 
 
The angels have sung but God’s glory is grounded in a child absolutely  accessible to 
our human experience. God’s glory is seen now not in the light and music of the skies 
but in the face of the new born Jesus. God has truly come to us. God is one of us. The 
presence who is everywhere unseen is visible and tangible.     
 
This Christmas  I simply ask:  Will you open your hearts to this good news of great joy?   
You see if Christ is not born in you – in me  – nothing has changed.    
 
We remain without hope and joy. 
I pray that we will never close our hearts and fail to see the real meaning of Christmas 
with all its awe and wonder.  
 
As you ponder the story we have heard and sing the carols this Christmas I invite you to 
let go of this year when there has been so much gloom and uncertainty and anxiety and 
disappointment  - Allow this Christmas to be your thin place where you encounter God 
in a new way.  
 
Watch for the signs of God’s presence around you and in your life and open your heart 
to welcome the Christ-child at his birth. 
 
May we all allow ourselves to come  alive to the sheer wonder of it!  May we be filled 
with that joy which is God’s  life in us.    
 

 Laurel Barr  
*David Adam  The Echo of God, Kevin Mayhew Ltd, 2008 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 


