
 Many of you know my family history, but at Christmas we always 

have visitors . . . so, I was born in August of 1961 in Heppner, Oregon, a 

small town in eastern Oregon at the foot of the Blue Mountains. My 

parents were there because my father, just out of college, was in the 

U.S. Forest Service and he was assigned to the Heppner Ranger Station.  

 The summer of 1961 was one of the worst summers in history for 

forest fires. My father spent most of it in the field fighting the fires, only 

coming home for a day or two to get new clothes. That August he was 

out on the Sunflower Flats Fire when my mother, pregnant with me, 

began labor. She called the Ranger’s office and told them. The Ranger 

said, “Uh Oh. We have to do something.” And as quickly as he could he 

got out to Dad on the fire line and told him, “Your wife is having her 

baby. We’re getting you out of here.” My Dad immediately dropped his 

shovel and high-tailed it to the waiting helicopter the Ranger had 

provided. He flew back and made it to the Heppner Hospital just in time 

for the birth of his first son. 

 On Christmas Eve/Christmas I’ve thought of that story as an 

analogy for what Christmas is supposed to be. The reaction of my 

Mother, the Ranger, and my Dad – all speak to how we should react at 

the news of a baby’s birth. The birth of a child should put our lives and 

priorities in perspective. What we thought important a moment before, 

may not be as important as we thought. That new life will move and 

excite us. How much more the birth of the Messiah should change us. 

 The first thing my parents experienced at the birth of their son 

was joy. There was a sense of urgency, anticipation and excitement 

when news came that my Mother was to give birth. My Father ran to 

the helicopter – the fastest means of transportation available. So it 



should be with Jesus’ birth at Bethlehem. We should come to this 

church with the same excitement. I think of the words of the Prophet 

Isaiah, “For a child is born for us, a son is given to us.” (Is 9:5)  This child 

has been born for me. This good news is personal. Like the shepherds 

and the Wisemen, we should hasten to Bethlehem to celebrate. 

 And this is a day when many of us are surrounded by gifts, family 

and feasting. We do celebrate. For many people Christmas is the 

highlight of the year. But in the joy and excitement of the day we must 

remember that at the root of it all is the baby Jesus. Whether we 

recognize it or not, the joyful spirit of Christmas comes from the 

manger. This is a day to remember that, and praise God for it. 

 But Christmas is not only about rejoicing at a new birth. At the 

news of his own son’s coming birth my Dad also ran because he was 

glad to be leaving behind that forest fire. When he entered my 

mother’s hospital room he cried out, “Thanks, Honey, for getting me off 

that fire!” Fighting a forest fire is hot, dirty, exhausting, dangerous 

work. Dad was not only running to someone – he was escaping from 

something. 

 So it is with Jesus at Christmas. We need to remember not only 

that He is our joy – but we must also remember why. He is our escape 

from the fire. If this is a day of joy for many, it is also a time of pain for 

others who are fighting their own fires in life. Precisely because this is 

such a joyful day, a day on which we’re expected by everyone to be 

happy, if we are sad our sadness seems deeper. Happy memories of the 

past that give Christmas its power only magnify any current suffering 

we have. The pain of illness, our past mistakes and sins, our loneliness 



and separation from loved ones – these are realities for many of us 

tonight/today. What are the sad to do on this happy feast? 

 They should take heart! Think again of my father on the fire line. If 

we had not wandered from God, if we had not hurt one another, if we 

were not afraid and lonely, and surrounded by death, there would have 

been no need for God to become that little baby in the manger, we 

would not need a Savior. But we are, and we do. And so He came to 

save us from that danger, dirt and drudgery. That’s the Good News. 

 Christmas doesn’t mean that we’ll never feel pain, or loneliness, 

or the loss of death. But it does mean that into our darkness a light of 

hope has come; hope that the pain will end some day, that the lost will 

find a home, that the lonely will be loved, and that the separation of 

death is not forever. Jesus is that hope.  

 This Christmas, let us ask ourselves how we have reacted to the 

news of the birth of Jesus, our Savior. If we are blessed with good 

things this day, have we rejoiced in Christ who has given them to us? If 

we struggle, this day is our day too. Have we run in prayer to the new 

born baby, who has become little and weak and vulnerable – to save 

us? He is our way out of all the dirt, exhaustion, sin and death. Turn to 

Him. He is joy itself come into the world. 

 


