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“Hope Amid Change” 
A Sermon Preached by Frank Mansell III 

Western Boulevard Presbyterian Church –  Raleigh, North Carolina 
Christmas Eve – December 24, 2021 

 
Luke 2: 1-20 
Isaiah 9: 2-7 
 
 Do you ever look back on certain years and you immediately identify that year 
with something memorable?  The year you graduated from school, or the year you got 
married, or the year your child was born.  I have the feeling that if I said the year “1983,” 
most folks here would say, “NC State Men’s Basketball Champions!”  Perhaps it’s the year 
a loved one died, or the year you started a new job, or the year you retired and entered 
your next phase of life. 
 For me, 2021 will be the year of major change for our family.  We ended the year 
living in a new house in a new city and state from where we started the year.  We finished 
our work in places that we had served longer than any other time in our lives.  We said 
goodbye to long-time friends and colleagues, and we packed up 18-years-worth of stuff, 
to move to a new city and home.  We started new work over the course of this year, and 
we have started forming new friendships and relationships. 
 One of the hard things about so much change is how disorienting it all is.  It had 
been eighteen years since I had to learn a whole new group of people’s names and faces 
all at once, and I am grateful for your patience and grace when I mistakenly call you by 
the wrong name!  It’s been discombobulating this holiday season to remember where the 
Christmas decorations are, even though I’m the one who unpacked everything all the way 
back in August!  Getting used to new routines and practices can take time to become 
familiar and comfortable. 
 Perhaps you can relate to that feeling.  Maybe this year you’ve started a new job, 
and you’re still trying to figure out all the nuances about it that are unique and different 
than your previous job.  Maybe this year you’ve started at a new school, and you’re still 
not quite sure about everything because everyone is new and unfamiliar.  Maybe this 
year you have lived through illness for yourself or someone you love, and you’re still 
trying to navigate what this illness has done to your daily routine with doctors’ visits, 
medicines, and limits on activity compared to the past.  Maybe this year you have had 
someone close to you die, and you’re still trying to understand how life is supposed to 
exist with that loved one not being there for special occasions like tomorrow morning. 
 It seems like we have all been living in a perpetual state of change and upheaval 
for almost two years now.  With the arrival of Covid-19 in March 2020, we all were forced 
to change our normal, daily routines.  We had to be aware of how we physically 
interacted with others.  Traditions like graduations, weddings, and funerals had to be 
cancelled or altered.  The church had to rethink what it meant to worship as a community, 
and how to serve in such challenging times.  For this congregation, this time coincided 
with the retirement and departure of beloved pastors, and the grief and uncertainty that 
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comes with such transitions.  So much change – as individuals, as a society, as a 
community of believers. 
 Yet amid all that change, God is unchanged.  The hope and promise of this holy 
night is unchanged.  “Do not be afraid - I am bringing you good news of great joy for all 
the people: to you is born this day a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord” (Luke 2:10-11). 
 Think about the changes Mary and Joseph lived through.  They were engaged to 
be married, but Mary is told by an angel of the Lord that she will conceive and bear a son, 
“who will be called the Son of the Most High.”  She travels to see her cousin, Elizabeth, 
who confirms to Mary the angel’s message, and the Spirit moves them both to praise God.  
When Mary is truly “great with child,” the government decrees that everyone should be 
counted for taxation purposes, and they are forced to make another trip of 4-5 days on 
foot to Joseph’s ancestral home in Bethlehem.  While they are there, Mary’s water breaks 
and it is time to give birth, not in the comfort of their home back in Nazareth, but in a 
strange, unfamiliar place where they likely knew no one else. 
 As someone noted in the Bible Study on Tuesday, Mary and Joseph were just 
doing the normal things of life when God worked through them to accomplish something 
miraculous.  They weren’t members of the religious elite or the highly educated.  They 
were simple, regular, everyday folk who God chose to bring God’s love into our world.  
Their lives changed dramatically, to be sure, because of the birth of Jesus.  But God never 
left or abandoned them, giving them hope amid so much change. 
 In fact, it was the first witnesses of Jesus’ birth who reminded Mary and Joseph 
that God would never leave them.  The shepherds were far from the upper class of that 
time – they literally lived in the fields with their sheep, and they weren’t even worth 
being counted as part of the census that brought Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem.  Yet it 
was to these humble, marginalized members of society that God first told the birth of 
God’s Son.  They were minding their own business, sleeping in the cold fields outside of 
Bethlehem, when their night – and lives – changed dramatically.  A multitude of angels 
sang God’s glories, and they pointed the shepherds to the sign of God’s love: “a child 
wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger” (2:12). 
 The shepherds were not paralyzed by fear of this great change in their lives, 
instead choosing to get up and go in faith to “see this thing that has taken place, which 
the Lord has made known to us” (2:15).  When they came to the manger, finding the holy 
family as the angels had told them, they bore witness to all who would hear them.  God 
changed their lives in a transformative way.  God reassured Mary and Joseph that this 
change in their life would change the world.  God gave them all hope amid the great 
changes each of them had experienced. 
 Through the overnight of December 10-11, the lives of thousands of people 
changed in our country because of the historic tornadoes that tore across the Ohio and 
Mississippi Valleys.  Destruction across five states, over 80 people killed, millions and 
millions of dollars in damage to personal and business property.  And the human toll is 
unthinkable – people’s homes literally gone, jobs at workplaces lost, loved ones killed or 
still missing.  The change these fellow sisters and brothers in Christ have experienced is 
unimaginable. 
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 These storms did not leave the church unscathed.  The First Presbyterian Church 
of Mayfield, Kentucky, was completely destroyed, a building that had stood in the center 
of that town since 1915.  Other churches may have not been physically damaged, but 
their community members were directly impacted.  When one’s home, one’s business, 
one’s church is destroyed, where does one find hope? 
 Central Presbyterian Church in Princeton, Kentucky, was not damaged by the 
storms, which has allowed it to better serve those whose lives have been changed forever 
by these storms.  That has included: a member who is a general contractor helping others 
whose lives have been damaged to navigate the next steps; a church member’s daughter, 
who is a grief counselor, providing her services to those in need; a restaurant owner 
providing food to victims and first responders through the church’s facility.  Through 
many acts of kindness and love, hope is present amid so much change. 
 For the congregation of First Presbyterian Church in Mayfield, hope is found in the 
faith they profess that God will never abandon them.  One of the members put it this way: 
“Christmas can be anywhere.  Jesus was born in a stable.  So, it starts wherever we are, 
and it’s not the building that you meet in or the place, it’s the people.  That’s the church: 
the people.”  Don Barger serves as the lay pastor at the church, and in his message on 
December 19, he asked what there was to celebrate not only in Mayfield, but 2,000 years 
ago in Judea, during the brutal reign of Caesar Augustus?  It is the fulfillment of the 
promise that came to Bethlehem, and is still the same promise to be celebrated today, 
even amid the destruction of Mayfield.  That promise is that “light and life cannot be 
destroyed” (https://www.presbyterianmission.org/story/western-kentucky-churches-begin-tornado-

recovery/?fbclid=IwAR0QX0RXgHx6cfIrKoHp-rPIsPpafw-S6JL0cxzefHeo3-bdd7iuBfHTUuE). 
 Amid all of life’s changes, do not be afraid – for hope has arrived this night, and 
will never leave you, no matter what storms you might experience. 
 “To you is born this day in the City of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the 
Lord.” 
 Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
 
  
  


