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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, Christmas Eve 2020 Luke 2: 1-20 (Elizabeth Felicetti)  

 

On Monday night, Gary and I turned off all the lights on the inside and outside of our home and 

stood in the driveway with binoculars to see the two planets that might be like the star that led 

the magi to the Christ child. 

 

But that’s Matthew’s version of the story. Tonight, we have Luke. We don’t have kings, and they 

aren’t supposed to show up until Epiphany anyway. Tonight, we have shepherds, who found the 

baby without a star in the sky. An angel went to them, somewhat like the angel Gabriel going to 

Mary last week. They looked for a child in a manger in Bethlehem, and they found him and his 

parents. 

 

This is the weirdest Christmas eve I’ve ever experienced, in this building with eight others, doors 

locked, no one else allowed in, some electric candles to use later, mostly preaching to a camera. 

And I know it’s weird in a different way for me than for most of you, who aren’t at physically at 

St. David’s on Christmas Eve but are streaming from home, looking at all the empty chairs; or 

maybe you are watching this at midnight or even Christmas Day. This is so strange. 

 

What the shepherds heard from the angels was so strange too. A Savior, the Messiah, who would 

be wrapped in bands of cloth in a manger. Someone destined for greatness born in humble 

circumstances. 

 

Normally on Christmas Eve we have two services, with the first one including a pageant. I miss 

the pageant. I don’t miss it for its cuteness: actually, I do, but I don’t only miss its cuteness. But I 

do miss those tiny cows and angels, and how someone cries because Elsa isn’t allowed to be in 

the pageant or Jesus’ dog starts growling or one of the sheep goes rogue and the shepherd has no 

idea what to do. I do miss that. But beyond the adorable children of St. David’s, I garner some 

spiritual snippet from the pageant. Somehow these kids make this story come alive for me, 

maybe because kids can be overlooked or dismissed, like shepherds and carpenters and 

impoverished first-time mothers. 

 

Yesterday, in our eNews, I sent out a photo depicting our senior warden’s eldest daughter as 

Mary, hold Jesus in the form of her cat Gumball.  Gumball’s eyes are huge. Clearly, this former 

kitten whom they rescued as a stray in their back yard was not prepared to portray the Light of 

the World. He’s looking right at the camera in shock as Mary cradles him with the sweetest 

wide-mouth smile on her face. 

 

I love this photo so much that I made it the backdrop of my computer screen, and while looking 

at Gumball’s eyes, I thought I caught a glimmer of something one of the commentators I 

consulted about tonight’s passage wrote about.1 

 

Normally on Christmas Eve, sermons are about the Incarnation, Emmanuel, God with us, 

enfleshed. I find that harder this year, with us all physically distanced from each other, and most 

of us not even in the same building. Envisioning God as physically present when telling each 

 
1 Japinga, Lynn, “Commentary 2: Luke 2-1-14 (15-20)” in Connections: A Lectionary Commentary for Preaching 

and Worship, Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2020, pp. 81-82. 
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other we can’t be physically together and have to be careful about candles and carols: how am I 

supposed to make sense of that in a sermon? 

 

But Gumball’s eyes: the commentator I mentioned, Lynn Japinga, writes how infants apparently 

can focus best on something about a foot away from them, which is about the distance of the face 

of someone holding them or feeding them. When babies gaze at someone holding them, both 

people feel something. I know I have instantly loved babies even when they are brand new and 

don’t look back. When they do look back, having a baby’s attention fixed on me is definitely a 

thrill.  

 

Japinga points out that we humans need to be able to see God’s face in other people. 

Episcopalians have this in our baptismal service: we vow to seek and serve Christ in all persons. 

That rolls off my tongue because I have heard it and said it so often, but it’s much harder to live. 

And even harder to live in a pandemic. But we are still called to intently gaze at another person, 

and see God. To see that the other is worthy of our love and respect, no matter how they are 

acting, and whether or not they return our gaze. 

 

I look at Gumball’s eyes bulging in that photo and laugh, but am also moved that this little girl so 

loves the story of Jesus’ birth that she wants to embody Mary, and that she loves this little 

creature so much that she tenderly cuddles him to herself. And then, OK, Gumball looks at Dana 

holding the camera like “GET ME OUT OF HERE,” but there is still something beautiful about 

this photo. 

 

The baby Jesus, like a real baby, must have gazed intently at people who were twelve inches 

from his eyes. His parents. Simeon. Anna. They all felt something when they held his baby gaze. 

But the grown-up Jesus, as Japinga points out, really saw people, too. He saw when they needed 

forgiveness of sins more than physical healing. He looked at them and saw their sin and loved 

them anyway. Jesus made people feel seen. That is a huge gift.  

 

Helping each other feel seen is really hard right now, when we only see each other over screens, 

especially when we spend too much time wincing at our own physical flaws on camera rather 

than seeking Christ in the other. I’m grateful for the ways the vestry came up with over the 

summer and this past month to try to help members of our congregation feel seen. I know we 

don’t always get it right. I wish we could all be together right now, to celebrate the birth of this 

baby, who would change the world.  

 

After Gary and I turned our binoculars to the sky last Monday, I went back inside and turned on 

Facebook, and saw all kinds of photos of what we had just seen. I loved feeling like I was part of 

something bigger, of people celebrating a once-in-a-lifetime astronomical event at the end of a 

year when so much went wrong. While writing this sermon, I thought of us all turning our gazes 

at those planets together. I think of how scientists turned their gaze on this virus and came up 

with a vaccine by the end of the year, even though we heard back in the spring that could not be 

done. How else can we, collectively, turn our attention to the same thing? If we turn our gazes in 

the same direction, toward the Christ child, toward Jesus: what will we find, together? 


