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Isaiah 9:2-7 
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. 
3 You have multiplied the nation, 

you have increased its joy; 
they rejoice before you 

as with joy at the harvest, 
as people exult when dividing plunder. 

4 For the yoke of their burden, 
and the bar across their shoulders, 

the rod of their oppressor, 
you have broken as on the day of Midian. 

5 For all the boots of the tramping warriors 



and all the garments rolled in blood 
shall be burned as fuel for the fire. 
6 For a child has been born for us, 

a son given to us; 
authority rests upon his shoulders; 

and he is named 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

7 His authority shall grow continually, 
and there shall be endless peace 

for the throne of David and his kingdom. 
He will establish and uphold it 

with justice and with righteousness 
from this time onward and forevermore. 
The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this. 

--Isaiah 9:2-7 
 
I miss Alan White. 
 
Alan was a long-time member of Covenant Presbyterian Church in 
Sherman. He0 died of a heart attack on November 18.  He was much 
beloved and will be—and already is—greatly missed. 
 
For many of the last 15 or so years, Alan and his family have eaten Chinese 
food at our house on Christmas Eve before coming to this service at Wynne 
Chapel. Colleen and Kirsten were there with us this evening. 
 
Lots of us are feeling Alan’s absence this year. 
 
I was on the way to New Mexico when I heard the news.  I was with seven 
ACtivators that weekend leading a church youth retreat in Rio Rancho, so I 
was unable to attend Alan’s funeral on Saturday the 20th. 
 
I called Linnea that night and asked her about the service. 
 
She told me it was a beautiful service. 
There were lots of people there. 



 
And lots and lots of singing—congregational hymns and anthems. 
 
She told me that there was one part of the service that she found especially 
moving. 
 
One of the musical pieces late in the service was an anthem in which Alan’s 
daughter Kirsten and the Covenant Choir sang one of Alan’s favorite 
hymns: How Great Thou Art. 
 
The plan was for Kirsten to sing the verses by herself—as a soloist—and for 
the Choir to join her on the refrain:  
 

Then sings my soul, my Savior God to Thee, 
“How Great Thou Art.” 

 
As you can well imagine, singing the verses to that hymn—by herself—at 
her father’s funeral, was a very emotional experience for Kirsten. 
 
She began singing the first verse, 
 

O Lord my God, when I, in awesome wonder, 
Consider all the worlds thy hand has made 
I see the clouds, I hear the rolling thunder 

Thy power throughout… 
 

and right there, Kirsten’s voice broke and she couldn’t continue singing. 
 
But the Choir didn’t miss a beat. 
 
As Kirsten’s voice broke and she began to cry, the Choir picked up and 
finished the line and the verse. 
 
It was seamless. 
 
She sang, “Thy power throughout…” and choked up. And the Choir 
immediately sang “thy universe displayed.” 



 
They were ready.   
 
They were paying attention to Kirsten and they were prepared to help.  
The hymn continued uninterrupted. 
 
I’ve gone back and watched Alan’s funeral on the Covenant Facebook 
page, and that moment where the Choir jumps in to support and join 
Kirsten is a beautiful thing to see and hear. 
 
Think about what they did. 
 
They had to be ready at any time. 
 
They were completely attentive to her and prepared  to help her if needed. 
 
And friends—to this old preacher—that was a profound theological 
moment. 
 
Kirsten was facing a very hard thing. 
 
She was grieving for her father. 
 
She was singing one of his favorite hymns at his funeral; in front of his and 
her family and friends. 
 
But Creed and the Choir made sure that Kirsten did not have to face that 
hard thing by herself.  
 
That’s why I wanted us to read the Daniel passage in this service tonight. 
 
It’s definitely a strange passage to read on Christmas Eve, but I think it’s a 
good way for us to think about all that it meant for the Choir to jump in 
and sing with Kirsten at Alan’s funeral. 
 

19 Then Nebuchadnezzar was so filled with rage 
against Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego 



that his face was distorted. 
He ordered the furnace heated up seven times more than was customary, 

20 and ordered some of the strongest guards in his army 
to bind Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego 

and to throw them into the furnace of blazing fire. 
21 So the men were bound, still wearing their tunics, their trousers, 

their hats, and their other garments, 
and they were thrown into the furnace of blazing fire. 

22 Because the king’s command was urgent 
and the furnace was so overheated, 

the raging flames killed the men 
who lifted Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. 

23 But the three men, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, 
fell down, bound, into the furnace of blazing fire. 

24 Then King Nebuchadnezzar was astonished and rose up quickly. 
He said to his counselors, 

“Was it not three men that we threw bound into the fire?” 
They answered the king, “True, O king.” 

25 He replied, “But I see four men unbound, 
walking in the middle of the fire, 

and they are not hurt; 
and the fourth has the appearance of a god.” 

--Daniel 3:19-25 
 
Like Kirsten, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were facing a hard thing. 
 
Earlier in the Book of Daniel, they had refused to bow down and worship 
King Nebuchadnezzar as a god. 
 
That arrogant old king got so mad at them that he decided to have them 
thrown into a furnace of blazing fire as an example to encourage others to 
treat him like a god. 
 
But in the story from Daniel 3, Nebuchadnezzar looks into the furnace and 
sees that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego are in the furnace and 
unharmed by the fire.  
 



And not only that, he also sees a fourth figure with them in the furnace.  
And that figure looks kind of like a god. 
 
Let’s think about that for a minute. 
 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego are facing a hard thing. They are in a 
furnace with a blazing fire. 
 
But when Nebuchadnezzar looks into the furnace, he sees a fourth figure in 
there with them. 
 
That fourth figure doesn’t put out the fire. 
 
The fourth figure doesn’t make the hard thing go away. 
 
But we learn from this story that the presence of the fourth figure means 
that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego don’t have to face that hard 
thing—that fire—by themselves. 
 
That’s what the Choir did for Kirsten at Alan’s funeral. 
 
She was facing the hard experience of singing at her Father’s funeral, but 
the Choir made sure that she didn’t have to face that hard thing alone. 
They were with her and fully prepared to help. 
 
Okay, now let’s talk about Christmas. 
 

18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. 
When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, 

but before they lived together, 
she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. 

19 Her husband Joseph, 
being a righteous man 

and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, 
planned to dismiss her quietly. 

20 But just when he had resolved to do this, 
an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, 



“Joseph, son of David, 
do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, 

for the child conceived in her 
is from the Holy Spirit. 

21 She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, 
for he will save his people from their sins.” 

22 All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord 
through the prophet: 

 

23 “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
     and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 

 
which means, “God is with us.” 

 
24 When Joseph awoke from sleep, 

he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; 
he took her as his wife, 

25 but had no marital relations with her 
until she had borne a son; 
and he named him Jesus. 

--Matthew 1:19-25 
 
In Matthew’s version of the Christmas story, he tells us that—after it is 
discovered that Mary is pregnant—an angel comes to Joseph in a dream. 
 
The angel explains to Joseph what’s going on. 
 
Mary is gonna have a baby.   
 
The baby will be named Jesus.   
 
He is the Son of God. 
 
And then the angel explains all this to Joseph by quoting from Isaiah 7: 
 

“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
  and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 



 
The angel even reminds Joseph that “Emmanuel” means “God is with us.” 
 
Matthew tells this story the way he does to make it clear that, in the birth of 
Jesus, God has fully joined the human story. 
 
That human story—our story—includes hard things. 
 
Mary and Joseph were facing some hard things. She was an unwed, 
pregnant teenager. He was an engaged man whose fiancé was with child. 
 
One of the important things that Joseph learns in this story is that he and 
Mary don’t have to face those hard things alone. 
We’ve all been facing hard things in the last 21 months or so.  All human 
lives include fear and suffering, grief and death.  That was true before 
COVID and it’s certainly still true today. 
 
And it’s important for us to remember, even and especially on this 
Christmas Eve night, that—whatever else he does—Jesus doesn’t make 
those hard things go away.   
 
We know what’s coming later in the story. 
 
Jesus will also fear, suffer, grieve, and die. 
 
That’s still part of the truth about the world where we woke up this 
morning.  We’re still facing hard things and we will surely face more. 
 
But the good news of this Christmas story is that we don’t have to face the 
hard things by ourselves.   
 
God has joined us in our human struggles. 
 
Sometimes we’re gonna be the grieving, struggling soloist—facing all kinds 
of hard things. 
 
Sometimes we’re gonna be part of the Choir—at least figuratively.   



 
Sometimes we will be some of the ones who God uses to watch and wait,  
to assist and accompany others who are facing hard things. 
 
In either case, the good news of Christmas— 
 This Christmas, 
  In this town, 
   On this night 
       is “Emmanuel.”  
God is with us.   
 
We are never alone. 
 
We have not been abandoned. 
 
Let’s do our best to remember that. 
 
And to remind each other and the world of that truth—with our words and 
with our actions. 
 
We are never, ever, alone.   
 
That’s the Gospel truth. 
 
Jesus is God with us—even here; even now.  
 
Joy to the world!  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 


