Holy Chaos: A Time to Evangelize
By Pr. Larry Strenge

It is an odd feeling not to be preaching at Christmas. As a Director for Evangelical Mission I will worship at my home congregation, Celebration Lutheran, Sartell, MN, with our boys and our younger son’s fiancé while my wife, Elizabeth, Pastor of Congregational Life at this larger congregation, presides at the four services on Christmas Eve while her colleague preaches. I will attend worship. Several times, actually. And I will be blessed by Word and Sacrament as this important part of “God’s Story” is proclaimed in song, in Scripture, in preaching, and in the conversations that happen around the services. It is a rich experience of God’s Grace.  And, as you may guess, I love Christmas worship.

Already I know something else will be going on for me. As a pastor in this Church, and now especially as a person who thinks much about evangelizing, I will find myself looking around and wondering: How many of these persons are here as a cultural fulfillment of what Christmas means?  I’ll wonder: How many of these are “C and E” people – Christmas and Easter…although today we may add a “B” for baptism or an “FC” for first communion or another “C” for Confirmation or “F” for funeral or “W” for wedding – people who come this night to participate in a family ritual, one that includes an hour of worship?
I believe I am called, as I believe all of us are who live this Gospel life, to move past this “cynicism temptation.” I believe we are called to remember: The reason these people are here is because God has drawn them here! They belong to God. They are God’s children. They, too, are people whom God, the Father, has blessed in Christ. They are “chosen” and “adopted” and “forgiven” and “have grace bestowed on them” and have an inheritance in Christ.  They are all part of “God’s plan.” (See Eph 1:3-14 for a deeper look at these previous sentences.)
At Christmas we remember that God has always acted in the midst of the chaos of this world.  Why would God change strategies now? God acts in the midst of real life. And God works in and uses real people, sinners and saints that we are, to be the Body of Christ and to proclaim: Christ is our peace! (Eph. 2:13-14ff) And now, for this moment we have an opportunity for those songs that have been playing in shopping malls, and the Story told in those songs, to all come together. They come together as we read the Christmas story and proclaim: Christ is our peace! Can we remember together that God acts in the midst of the chaos?
One of my favorite Christmas “chaos” stories is of the two guys who go out sailing in their small boat while their spouses go out Christmas shopping. While they’re out, a huge storm comes up and drives them for days out to sea. For days the storm rages and they battle against the elements. When the storm subsides the sharks come. Somehow they finally manage to survive and crash the tiny boat on a remote island. Just as the guys drag themselves to shore, the natives of the island attack with their poisonous darts and the two men take refuge behind a clump of trees.  Just when things are at their worst, the one guy turns to his partner and says, “I gotta tell you, this has been awful, but it sure beats Christmas shopping!” 
As a person who thinks a lot about evangelizing, I am convinced of this: God acts in the midst of a world of chaos. At Christmas can we remember this and be evangelists? Can we remember that God is acting somehow to bring each and every one of these persons here? Maybe it is a nudge by the Holy Spirit from some unlikely event, like an invitation at the drinking fountain or at a sports event when we said, “You oughta come to our Christmas service.”
Can we remember that Christ Jesus, as “head over all things for the Church, which is Christ’s Body” (Eph 1:22), is able to use even the chaos of our lives to draw us to this place where, ultimately, Christ Jesus is in charge and we, through Word and Sacrament, proclaim “peace” in the midst of the chaos? (Eph 2:17ff) 
That peace, Christ Jesus, the babe born in Bethlehem, at the bottom line, is the life God calls people into. Life in Christ. True life.  This life is not merely the absence of conflict. It is shalom. Wholeness. Complete being. Mature being. Human being completely alive. And this being, this shalom, happens in Christ. There, in this death and new birth, is true peace, a peace that we proclaim at Christmas as God acts again to make us “alive” and “whole” in Christ. 
I have told people recently that my favorite two words of the Bible are these: “But God.” They come in the midst of Paul’s wonderful declaration in Ephesians.“But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which God loved us, even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ – by grace you have been saved – and raised us up with Christ and seated us with God in the heavenly place in Christ Jesus. (See Eph 2:1-9…but don’t stop reading (.)
“But God” is the One who acts and calls us to new life at Christmas. Paul says it this way, “I beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one Body, and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all, who is above all, and through all, and in all. (Eph 4:1-6)  That life happens in the midst of chaos.

For 15 years I preached in a barn on Christmas Eve.  It was not a clean, sanitary barn. It was full of animal smells and sounds. But each year more and more people came. A lot of them were people who the man who hosted at his farm knew from his long life in the area. He told me once, “Many of those people are ones who will leave here and head to Mille Lacs to spend the rest of the evening in the casino. They wouldn’t be seen inside a church.” He was right. They would head to the casino and try to find a little happiness or community or whatever it was they thought they would find there. But he was wrong in one other thing, too. They were “found” in “a church.” Because for this one cold, cold hour God had “found them” and they were in the Body. They had heard the Story, and God had acted.  


So look out at these persons who come. Look at them as “souls for which Christ died.” (Eugene Peterson, address to the National Pastors’ Convention, San Diego, 2006). Look at them as people who in the weeks to come you have reason to go and visit and to ask them, “So what is God up to in your life?”  We know from this experience that God is acting. They are here. And God has brought them to this new day through working in the midst of “holy chaos.” Thanks be to God. And a Blessed Christmas.
