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I learned a long time ago that surest way to get a congregation’s eyes to glaze over during a sermon is to elaborate on the meaning of a biblical word in the original Greek.  I mean, the only way more effective to put you to sleep would be tranquilizers in the communion wine.  But let me tempt the fates tonight by calling your attention to one small word in Greek that makes its way into the angel’s message to the shepherds: 
“Do not be afraid.  ‘Idou’ (that is the Greek word), I am bringing you good news of great joy which is for all the people.”
Now this word, idou, is an odd little word that does not have an exact translation.  It is used to call special attention to what is being said.  It asks us to give our utmost, our all, to what follows.  Here is how the verse read as we heard it moments ago from the New Revised Standard Version of the bible:  

The angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people.” 

“For see?”  That does not portend anything all that dramatic will follow, does it.  But at least it is better that how the Good News Bible handles it:

The angel said to them, “Don’t be afraid!  For I am here with good news for you, which will bring great joy to all the people.”

The New Jerusalem Bible takes a different tact:

The angel said, “Do not be afraid.  Listen, I bring you good news of great joy, a joy to be shared by all people.”  

The New English Bible avoids ‘idou’ completely:

The angel said, “Do not be afraid; I have good news for you; there is great joy coming to the whole people.”

See.  Listen.  I am here for a reason.  What gives?  Here is how I remember the verse from growing up with the Revised Standard Version:
The angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of great joy which will come to all people.” 

“Behold”, now there is a word that gets your attention.  In our modern day attention deficit culture, where we move from one thing to another and then to another in the click of a mouse, behold is an awfully peculiar concept.  In the old English, it comes from a root that literally means to keep.  “Idou”, “Behold”, introduces something that should last a lifetime; that should make its mark on us for all time; perhaps even, as is the case with the angel’s message, should reorient time itself.  To behold something you must do more than look at it and you must do more than listen to it.  It demands your all, everything you have from the core of your very being.  You cannot behold from the surface of life, you can only behold from the depths.

Perhaps the single biggest spiritual challenge we face tonight is to find a way to shift from having a “drive by Christmas” (you know, wrapped today/trash tomorrow) to beholding the message and meaning of the Incarnation of God’s life and love in our lives and in our world.  How do we move from seeing this night, from listening to this night, to beholding this night; keeping it with us in the deepest possible way?  
Well, surely one way we can not do this is by rushing through the moment, by thinking that attending this one service should set all things right in our spiritual world.  
“When the angel said ‘see’, I looked.  When the angel said ‘listen’, I paid attention.  When the angel said ‘go to Bethlehem’, I went.  So why I have I not been transformed?”  
Because seeing and listening and even going are not the same as beholding; it is not same as giving all that you are and all that you have to attend to the moment at hand.
If we are to make the spiritual shift from a “drive by Christmas” to beholding Christmas, the best place to start is in our relationships with one another.  The reason for this is simple: the theology behind Christmas is the theology of incarnation: that God’s life and love are manifested in a human form – purely and perfectly in Jesus, and partially, but surely, in the lives of those around us.  There is, therefore, a connection between the way we approach God and the way we approach one another.  Do we only see and listen to those closest to us, or can we behold them; apprehend in them the mystery and the beauty which emanates from God’s image in them?  Do we even think of others as worthy this kind of effort?
In China they tell the story of subjects from Mongolia who travelled vast distances to see the emperor.  Once they arrived in Beijing, they had to practice for months the decorum appropriate to meeting the emperor.  When he finally passed, they could not even look up.  The whole journey was rewarded with a glimpse of the emperor’s feet.  

In his book, Beauty: The Invisible Embrace, John O’donohue writes:
When we approach with reverence, great things decide to approach us.  Our real life comes to the surface and its light awakens the concealed beauty in things.  When we walk on the earth with reverence, beauty will decide to trust us.  The rushed heart and the arrogant mind lack the gentleness and patience to enter the embrace.  Beauty is mysterious, a slow presence who waits for the ready, expectant heart.
Do you hear in that the echoes of idou?  The opposite of this, O’donohue says, is striving not for deep communion with others and with God, but being satisfied with a mere superficial connection.  We miss out on the richness of life because we rush through it.  We lack communion with God because we do not behold God’s presence in those we meet, in the work we do, and in the world in which we live.  God is here, present at a depth we never plum if we keep on the constant, frantic move.
The beauty of God is here and from time to time we do behold it.  I remember several years ago having my girls for Thanksgiving.  I spent all day making a meal, cleaning the silver, and putting out the Emerson family china.  It was the Thanksgiving dinner I had envisioned for months, except that we rushed through meal in about ten minutes and then retreated to the television.  This year’s Thanksgiving was much different.  My girls, now in their teens, and Ellen with her boyfriend present, along with Megan and me, sat around the table long after the meal was done.  I find more and more that my daughters are a mystery to me (in the best sense of the word), partly because we have so little time together, and mostly because our children grow up so fast, but on this night we are all present to one another.  Our thoughts, our concerns, our passions, our interests, our beliefs, our joys and our sorrows were served in a seven-course dinner/after-dinner conversation.  It was the highlight of my year, which has been a year full of highlights.  
O’donohue writes that when beauty touches our lives, the moment becomes luminous.  Whenever we have communion with one another we always find that there is within each of us an unfathomable beauty; something always worth seeking, always worth finding, and always worth keeping.  As we open up the depths of our being to one another, we find that we are better able to open up our depths to God.  As we open up our depths to God, we find that we are better able to open up our depths to one another.  That is how the incarnation works.  
Hidden within the angel’s message of good news and great joy for all people is a small word that seems to be the single most important element in unlocking mystery of grace from beyond us: idou.  It does not mean see, for that is much too brief.  It does not mean listen, for that is much too limiting.  It means behold, giving all that you are to this moment and to this message.  Do this, and the fullness of God’s beauty and the fullness of the beauty in those around you will reveal itself again and again and again.
