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Pitching a Tent 
The First Sunday of Christmas 
A Festival of Lessons and Carols 
First Baptist Church 
 
Will you pray with me? 
 God remind us always and everywhere of the glory of your salvation. May the 
words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be pleasing in your sight 
oh God our strength and our redeemer. Amen.  
 
 Calvin Miller thinks that I’m a bishop. He calls me that every time he sees me 
in this robe that he doesn’t think is a very Baptist robe. In fact last week he called me 
the Pope. Now I am certainly not a bishop or the Holy Father, but every year, I tune 
in on NBC to watch the Christmas Mass from St. Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican with 
the Pope. This past year Pope Francis has been up to some things that look rather 
odd to most of us. Kissing disfigured people and washing the feet of prisoners, he’s 
giving away the Vatican’s money in bucket loads and refusing to stay in the Papal 
Apartments that seem more like a palace than an apartment. All of this seems rather 
Christian and it’s throwing us good church sitting folk off balance. 
 Pope Francis’ Christmas sermon had this to say, "Jesus is Love incarnate. He 
is not simply a teacher of wisdom; he is not an ideal for which we strive while 
knowing that we are hopelessly distant from it. He is the meaning of life and history, 
who has pitched his tent in our midst." 
 Pitching a tent, have you ever pitched a tent? I’m an Eagle Scout and I know 
what pitching a tent involves. It’s not an easy process. And when you factor in wind 
and rain or snow you’ve got yourself a challenge that even the most seasoned Eagle 
Scout might cringe at. But that’s precisely what God did. Right between the lessons 
we’ve heard today God pitched his tent in the midst of us, God wanted to go camping 
with us.  
 Now if you’ve ever been camping you know the challenges it possesses. Not 
only pitching tents, but you have to plan for food, hikes you’re going to take and 
prepare for any calamity it might bring. To some it’s easier just to stay at home. I 
guess God wanted to take a chance and go camping, so he packed his gear and made 
the long hike into our neck of the woods.  
 You see that’s the story of redemption, that’s the story of Simeon. When 
Simeon saw Jesus he knew that God had come to town. He knew that Jesus was the 
redemption he had lived for and that very redemption had decided to pitch a tent 
right there in Israel, right in his own backyard. For this is what redemption is all 
about, God coming to us when we could not possibly get to God. We live out our lives 
in need of this redemption, and God calls us to this existence to experience grace 
upon grace. 
 As we celebrate Christmas may we be reminded that it is a mindset. What if 
we treated every day like Christmas day? What if we treated every moment like the 
Christ-child was in the manger? What if we realized that we’re not running a 
marathon of life but like the Wise Men we’re walking to the manger. What might our 
world look like then? As Howard Thurman put it, “When the song of the angels is 



 2 

stilled, when the star in the sky is gone, when the kings and princes are home, when 
the shepherds are back with their flock, the work of Christmas begins: To find the 
lost, to heal the broken, to feed the hungry, to release the prisoner, to rebuild the 
nations, to bring peace among people, to make music in the heart.” 
 You see the Christmas season is like this: God pitched a tent where the first 
witnesses to this redemption were 3rd shift shepherds, foreigners, and an old man 
named Simeon, and that is precisely who Jesus loved throughout the course of his 
life on earth. The people on the fringes of society, the people who walk in darkness. 
The people who walk in darkness have seen a great light. Go look for the next 
sunrise, go find God there. For in those moments God becomes incarnate yet again. 
 If you haven’t noticed I’m a big fan of the incarnation, for the incarnation is 
atonement theology at its best. God loved us so much that God pitched a tent right in 
our lives, between the pain and the hardship, amidst the joy and the love and God 
chooses to stay.  
 So the question becomes, do you know who Jesus is? Would you be like 
Simeon and recognize the beauty of salvation in your life? As we approach the new 
year of 2014 how will you find salvation yet again? 150 years ago this year, the 
Emancipation Proclamation was enacted by President Abraham Lincoln. On New 
Year’s Eve the slaves gathered and enacted the first watch services. This now 
famous African American tradition had its roots in people watching for their 
freedom, their very real salvation. 
 Friends watch, watch for your freedom is coming. Watch as Simeon did for 
your freedom is the fruition of your life, and if you’re anything like Simeon there 
were no flashy lights, no come to the altar moments while the choir sings Just as I 
am. Salvation came for him in a twinkling of an eye, a moment caught in an eternity 
of time when he realized that he was not alone and that he lived in God’s world. A 
world where our no’s our triumphed by God’s eternal yes. As we continue to live out 
this Christmas season, as the lights are put away and the Christmas trees taken 
down may we as Charles Dickens in that famous Christmas classic A Christmas Carol 
cherish Christmas past, present, and future and live it in our hearts. May we be so 
lost in the message of Christmas that we find ourselves eternally grateful for the gift 
of Jesus, the one who came to Simeon and the one who comes to us.  
 So this year pitch a tent. Pitch a tent and remind people that God is with us, 
God will be with us and God continues to sit beside us at the campfire of life. Don’t 
go through life not knowing who sweet little Jesus boy is. Don’t find at the end of 
your life that you missed out on the greatest moment in all of human history. Be like 
Simeon and glimpse the salvation prepared for us since before the dawn of time.  

There’s a play called Green Pastures, and in the play a young African 
American child is told episodes from the Bible in language that is familiar to her. In 
one scene, The Lord is anxiously looking out over heaven, trying to decide what to 
do with the sinful situation on earth. Gabriel enters with his horn tucked under his 
arm. Sensing the Lord's dilemma, he pulls out his trumpet and asks, "Lord, has the 
time come for me to blow the trumpet?" "No, no," said the Lord, "don't touch the 
trumpet, not yet." God continues to worry with the problem. Gabriel asks the Lord 
again what he plans to do. Will he send someone to tend to the situation? Who will it 
be? Gabriel makes some suggestions. "How about another David or Moses? You 
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could send one of the prophets: Isaiah or Jeremiah. There are lots of great prophets 
up here. What do you think, Lord?" Without looking back at Gabriel, God said, "I am 
not going to send anyone. This time I am going myself!!"1 

Friends look at it this way. Thomas Merton said, “That which nothing greater 
can be named is God.” Think of the most powerful being in all of our ability to 
comprehend entering the frailty of human life, the form of a child, the most 
vulnerable of us all. 
 The greatest being of all camped among us, took our form and sang songs by 
the campfire, turned water into wine and pitched a tent right in the middle of our 
campsite.  
 After Christmas Eve worship here at First Baptist I rushed home to be with 
my family. We went to the 11 o’clock service for candlelight communion much like 
what we had here. I was frustrated with communion though, I saw people taking it 
as a snack, like holy goldfish in the midst of a beautiful service. They didn’t get the 
gravity of what they were doing. But then I realized they didn’t have to, they didn’t 
have to because God was there showing them redemption even if they viewed it as a 
snack to hold them over until they got home. Because ultimately that’s what God 
does, God teaches us to sing the song we’ve long forgotten. God teaches us the song 
of our hearts. 
 You see Simeon learned once more the song in his heart, and we have that 
potential too. You all know my story and the struggles I have with mental illness. 
Well the holidays can be especially hard with emotional roller coaster that often 
ensues with the busyness of this season. I was having a minor panic attack on 
Christmas day because I wanted everything to be perfect. I wanted life to be 
beautiful and happy and I didn’t know if I could accomplish that for everybody in my 
family. I was communicating this frustration to my girlfriend Stephanie, and the 
budding theologian that she is humbled me with her response. “Our Savior was 
born, he’s here and he’s going to make things better. So take that as a reminder and 
just be, because no matter what you’re feeling he’s here. He has surrounded you 
with his love and no matter what happens his life has saved yours.” 
  I couldn’t preach anything more than those prophetic words, so I might as 
well just echo Simeon, “My eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared 
in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to 
your people Israel.” God has camped out among us. Thanks be to God.  
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