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All Souls    Christmas Eve    12/24/2018 

The Divine in Our Midst 

I. Beginning:  

I have been asked to say a few words on this Christmas Eve to honor the 

Christian Tradition and at the same time acknowledge our Interfaith 

Community here at All Souls …For Christmas Eve is a very special night – “a 

night like no other night”.  

II. Christian Tradition:  

In the early years of the Christian Church the birth of Jesus was not revered as a 

major religious feast day.  About 350 AD, Pope Julius set December 25 as the 

date of Jesus' birth, following the growing consensus at the time that the 

conception of Jesus took place at the Spring Equinox, which according to the 

Roman Julian calendar was placed on March 25th. The selected December 25th 

birthday (9 months after the Spring Equinox) also happened to coincide with the 

Winter Solstice and the Roman feast of Saturnalia, the festival of the 

Unconquered Sun.  

Since ancient days, people throughout the Mediterranean and across Europe had 

celebrated the Winter Solstice as a time of rebirth, when days again began to 

lengthen. When light again returned to a darkened world.  The Christ Child has 

often been referred to as “the light of the world.” 

During the Winter Solstice temples were decorated with greenery and candles, 

there were feasts and parades with special music, and gifts were given to 

family and friends. As Christianity spread throughout Europe, many of the 
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pagan customs and festivities of the winter solstice were absorbed into the 

Christian Holidays and into the celebration of the birth of Jesus. These Christian 

traditions became even more firmly imbedded in Western Culture throughout 

the middle ages. Eventually, the English term “Christmas” (meaning “the mass 

on Christ’s day”) took hold. 

By the end of the 19th century, most Americans were celebrating a Christmas 

with all the traditions of today -- lighted and decorated trees, Christmas cards, 

carols, fruitcakes, festive parties, shopping, and giving gifts. 

The phrase “the true meaning of Christmas" began to appear in the mid-19th 

century when a shift toward a more secular culture resulted in a national 

backlash. Even as far back as the mid-19th century Christians worried about too 

much emphasis being placed on Santa and gift giving in place of the celebration 

of the coming of Christ and giving to the poor and needy. Several well-known 

authors of the time spoke out about the commercialization of Christmas, 

including Charles Dickens, who had his memorable old miser Scrooge taught 

the true meaning of Christmas by three ghostly figures in his famous work the 

“Christmas Carol”.  

In our modern secularized and very pluralistic society you can imagine that 

some controversy still lingers. Today, we still worry about the over-

commercialization of Christmas and some even speak of a “war on 

Christmas.” But despite some of the controversy surrounding the holiday it 

remains for many a special time of year even for those who do not follow the 

Christian Tradition - a magical time of peace and love, a time when gifts are 

exchanged and children run and play in delight, a time to give thanks and share 

with others…A time also for many to try in some way to re-connect with God, 

with Spirit, or with the Divine… 
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III. Incarnation - God With Us (Emmanuel): 

In the Christian Tradition the nativity scene is one of the most iconic, 

recognizable images in the world. It is largely based on Luke’s Gospel (“…this 

day in the city of David a Savior is born…”). Sacred scripture often uses 

kingly imagery to depict the power and majesty of God. The Catholic Church 

has a tradition of Christ the King, whereby the Christ Child is shown sitting on a 

throne, wearing a crown, draped in gilded robs, holding a scepter in one hand and 

in the other a globe with a cross on top.  However, it is the image of the small 

child wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger in a humble stable that 

has endured throughout the ages and that has resonated with so many people.  

For it is this humble child that symbolizes the Divine taking on our humanity 

(taking on all our fears, our sufferings, our hopes and our joys). 

Matthew’s Gospel, which also references the birth of Jesus, takes a different 

approach.  Matthew sites the prophecy of Isaiah “…a virgin shall be with 

child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, 

which means “God with us.” 

For we moderns the concept of God being with us, the Divine being present 

within our midst may be easier to accept and to understand.  

The Jewish Tradition speaks of “Shekhinah” which refers to the dwelling or 

settling of the Divine in His cosmic glory.  The Gospel of John, which was 

heavily influenced by Greek philosophy, mentions in the beginning verses the 

well known phrase “…and the Word became flesh…” The original Greek word 

“logos” had a broad meaning, more like “a creative force acting on the world, 

a Divine force bringing the world into being… 
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The Hindus, which have as many as 10 Avatars (divine incarnations), believe 

in the concept of the “Atman” which represents the eternal spirit or soul, our 

true self or essence which underlies our existence. The Atman holds the spark 

of the Divine, which is present in the lives of all living things. The traditional 

Hindu greeting “Namaste” makes reference to bowing to the divine spark 

within you…The Christians would refer to this Divine spark as the presence 

of Divine grace within, which is always available and which enriches the heart. 

All people long for a personal God that has the ability to touch each and every 

one of us. A God who has shown and continues to show an interest in the 

world. A God who dwells within us.  As the scriptures say: “…God so loved the 

world…that he sent his only son…” 

Yet for many people this is very hard to believe…especially for us in this 

scientific, secular age. 

At the beginning of our service we spoke of the Apollo 8 mission giving most of 

us our first glimpse of what the earth looked like from the moon.  A few years 

later, in 1990, we got even a better look at our place in the universe.  As 

Voyager I was leaving our solar system after completing its mission, Carl 

Sagan, ask the NASA team to turn Voyager around to take one last picture of 

the earth from deep space (from over 3 billion miles away).  When the head of 

imaging reviewed the transmitted picture taken by Voyager, she brushed aside 

what she thought was a small speck of dust among the bands of sunlight 

reflected on the image.  It turned out to be planet earth, our home.  Viewed from 

that great distance the earth appeared only as a small speck of dust, what Carl 

Sagan called “the pale blue dot.” 
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That pale blue dot spinning, spinning around an average size sun in one of a 

billion galaxies, each with a billion stars. That small speck of dust floating in 

deep space now seems so slight, so fragile, so vulnerable, so beautiful – it is the 

only home we have ever known.  Carl Sagan’s pale blue dot both inspires and 

challenges the faith of many people in the modern world.  Is it really possible, 

as the scriptures say, “that God so loved the world that he sent his only son.” 

In the context of our modern world view it is easy to see why some people 

would question whether or not the Divine would have an interest in us.  

Question whether or not the Divine would choose to penetrate the thin veil that 

separates the spiritual world from the material world.  That is why it is all the 

more important to care for that divine spark within each and every one of us. 

That Divine spark within has been with us for a very long time, most probably 

dating back more than 40,000 years ago as reflected on some of the earliest 

prehistoric cave paintings found in Southern France. Our desire and ability to 

connect with the world of spirit, with the Divine, seems to be imbedded deeply 

in our DNA, imbedded in our core being.  

We ourselves seem to be, in some mysterious way, a reflection of the Divine in 

our world… 

The Spiritual Masters would say we must be vigilant and practice daily, 

cultivate our garden, be diligent, keep our eyes open, learn to see with the 3rd 

Eye beyond the organic/material world (to see within and without). The Divine 

often enters silently, to use the poet Carl Sandburg’s image, often coming to 

us “on little cat feet, silently sitting on Its haunches by our side, before moving 

on…Lao Tzu, in the Tao Te Ching describes the Divine Being (the Tao) “…as 

a Being Wonderful, Perfect.  How quiet It is; how spiritual It is…” 
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Modern day Scientists, despite their technological advances, do not yet know 

how to capture/measure the Spiritual World.  As such they focus the majority 

of their scientific studies on the organic world (what Lao Tzu calls the World 

of 10,000 Things, the world of material manifestations). 

In our world, the Spiritual Masters say that we, as conscious spiritual beings, 

must become the enlightened instruments, the instruments that measure and 

reveal the Divine, which resides in all of us.  It is we who must bring forth the 

Divine in our world… 

IV. The Divine In Our Midst – call to action 

The Divine can appear spontaneously in the most strange of places. 

Wayne Dyer (the Spiritual Teacher/Author) is quoted as saying: 

“…if you believe you will see; if you do not believe you will not see…” 

One of the most remarkable stories of Christmas comes from one of the 

darkest moments of modern history. The WWI Christmas Truce of 1914 is 

now well known, but it is worth re-telling, especially in light of us recently 

celebrating the 100th year anniversary of the 1918 Armistice.  

The Western Front in 1914, after only a few months into the first truly modern 

war, was a deplorable scene of devastation. Perhaps to give the combatants 

one day to breathe again, a truce was called from Christmas Eve through 

Christmas Day. 

As darkness settled over the front like a blanket, the sound of exploding shells 

and gunfire faded. Faint carols, (on either side) in French or English voices on 

one side and in German voices on the other, rose to fill the silence of the night. 
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By morning, soldiers, at first hesitantly, began filing out of the maze of trenches 

into the dreaded and parched soil of No Man’s Land. There was more singing. 

Gifts of rations and cigarettes were exchanged. Family photos were passed 

around. Soccer balls appeared. Up and down the Western Front, soldiers, who 

only hours before had been locked in deadly combat, now faced off in 

soccer games. 

For one brief remarkable day, there was peace on earth. Some have called the 

Christmas Truce of 1914 “the Miracle on the Western Front.” 

This unique event, which took place over 100 years ago, has been retold many 

times for it shows what can be possible in our world.  The soldiers that came out 

of the trenches and shook hands were Lutherans, Episcopalians, Catholics, Jews, 

and most likely a few Atheists (that no longer believed in a merciful God).  They 

all shared in a common Humanity, which offers us a promise of what can be 

possible.  This is the real meaning of Christmas…a time that provides us with 

a glimpse of what could be – for it is a time when so many people extend good 

tidings/wishes to all.  It is a time of sharing and gift giving.  A time when we 

become less self-centered and think more of our loved ones and extend good 

wishes for peace throughout the world. It is indeed “a wonderful time of year.”  

The world is a very different place than it was on that first Christmas Eve 

over 2 thousand years ago.  Yet despite our technological achievements and 

intellectual advancements we remain as Humans essentially very much the 

same at our core.  Very much the same really as our earliest ancestors who 

first painted on the cave walls of Southern France so long ago – same fears, 

same need for security (to feel safe), same wish for peace in the world, same 

hopes and joys, same desire to love and to be loved… 
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The Spiritual Masters believe that it is we who bring the Divine into the world 

– by our love, our kind actions, and our compassion.  The Masters tell us the 

doorway to heaven is through a compassionate, loving heart. 

We Humans, therefore, are the change agents; we are the ones who attest by 

how we choose to live and shape the world around us.  Like that first brave 

soldier in 1914 that called forth the Divine by having the courage to step out 

onto a barren plane laid waste by war, a devastated place, a cruel place filled 

with death and destruction, a place which many thought God had abandoned… 

We may not be able to change the entire world or launch a major social 

upheaval in our lifetimes…but we all do have the ability to influence our 

immediate surroundings, to influence the way we interact with one another and 

cultivate a spirit of love within our own hearts…to do, as Mother Theresa says, 

“many small things with great love”… 

So on this Christmas Eve, we are all encouraged to set the tone of this 

Christmas Season, to create a peaceful and harmonious place within and 

around us, to share the love within our hearts with one another; to extend good 

will and peace to all. So that on Christmas Day we will see and recognize the 

joy and happiness in the smiling morning faces of our children, our 

grandchildren, our loved ones, our family and our friends.  By so doing we 

might just catch a glimpse of what we ourselves have called forth and created 

– a glimpse of the Divine in our midst… Like the small helpless Christ child 

lying in the manger, who came so humbly into the world to serve others, we 

too can, by our many small acts of kindness, become the hope and light of the 

world….Amen… 
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...When Ebenezer Scrooge wakes up on Christmas morning Charles Dickens ends 

his Christmas Carol, published in 1843, with these famous words: 

“… Scrooge was better than his word. He did it all, and infinitely more…He 

became as good a friend, as good a master, and as good a man, as the good old city 

knew, or any other good old city, town, or borough, in the good old world.” 

“…His own heart laughed: and that was quite enough for him…” 

“…(from then on) …it was always said of him, that he knew how to keep 

Christmas well, if any man alive possessed the knowledge. May that be truly said 

of us, and all of us! And so, as Tiny Tim observed, God bless Us, Every One!” 


