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. Intro.

“What do birds have to do with Christmas?”” you may wonder. Many of you may only think of a
“partridge in a pear tree,” or a dove representing peace, or perhaps the roast turkey you ate for
Christmas dinner. But for ornithologists in North America, there’s another mental association
with Christmas time.

About the 3" week of December on a Saturday morning, most kids in elementary & middle
school are excited about Christmas coming and happy to sleep in longer in their warm beds. So
why would any child get up at 5:00 in the morning, dress extra warmly and go hang out with his
dad and some strangers? Why would a kid drive around the county on a cold day and hike
outside in parks and woods and farmland with binoculars in hand, just to record how many birds
they saw? Was the cup of hot chocolate back at the gathering center worth all that effort?

Well for one boy about 40 years ago, it was worth it. For at least three years in a row, | went
with my dad to Bethel College in North Newton KS early on cold December Saturday mornings.
We joined biology Professor Dwight Platt and about 20 other people in the Harvey County circle
of the Audobon Christmas Bird Count. First begun in 1900, this is the longest running wildlife
census in the world by citizen scientists. It helps conservation biology by tracking bird
populations across North America year by year between Dec. 14 and Jan. 5. And for amateur
birdwatchers, it can be a lot of fun to compare notes with other birders and once in a while see a
species that’s rare to those parts.

Making contributions to wildlife conservation and seeing as many different birds as possible on
one day ... those were some of the reasons why | fondly remember those times, despite my
frozen toes. But the real reason this is a special memory for me is because it was just dad and me
spending quality time on an activity of interest to both of us. And I’ve been thinking about my
dad more than usual lately.

ll. In fact, | learned an unexpected lesson from Dad this year
@ Xmas

A. A year ago in December | twice made sudden trips back to
Kansas on account of my dad’s declining health.

1. The second trip was just after his surprising death, when | helped
make funeral arrangements.

a) D'm grateful to this congregation for the freedom granted me to be
away for a whole week at that time, but it’s good this year to just be
around here over Christmas

b) It was a year ago on the 23" that we had Dad’s memorial service in
Hesston, KS.

2. Within that service | had a few brief reflections on his life.
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B. Recently at the anniversary of his death | had occasion to
review what | had said about him, & | learned something new

this time

1. Avyear ago | shared at his memorial service how much | valued
the times going birdwatching with him.

a) We used to go to Harvey County West Park & sit still beside the lake,
binoculars in hand, listening & identifying the various ducks & waterfowl.

b) Although I’ve enjoyed birdwatching ever since then, the value wasn’t
so much in exactly what | was doing, but in who | was doing it with:

Birdwatching is the one thing | remember Dad doing just with me.

It mattered because it wasn’t a building or fixing up project. It
wasn’t about producing something.
It was about a shared experience, father and son, when Dad made
me feel really special.
2. Just last week, as | reflected more with my spiritual director on
why that experience with Dad was precious to me, | stumbled upon a
whole new meaning to attach to “birdwatching with my dad”

3. Essentially | came across two new learnings for my Christian life:

a) First Dad taught me that there is value in ordinary brown and gray
birds that aren’t very colorful or spectacular:

What I learned from my Dad

* There is value in plain brown and
gray birds

Anyone with a backyard birdfeeder knows how that goes:

(a) Everyone goes “ooh” and “aah” when a male cardinal or
goldfinch shows up at the birdfeeder, because we all enjoy bright
reds and yellows and blues.
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(b) but when the feeder is crowded with sparrows and juncos,
people ignore it and may even wish the “nuisance birds” would
go away and leave more seeds for the “pretty birds”

But from my Dad | learned to recognize different kinds of
sparrows and wrens and even a few nondescript female birds
which are often less colorful than their male counterparts
This was a fitting lesson from Dad, because Dad himself was
neither colorful nor spectacular!

b) 2" thing I noticed last week was that Dad had taught me some specific
birdwatching skills:

There is value in plain brown and
gray birds

Skills needed:
« Stand still
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Stand still ... (you’ll see many more birds when you yourself
aren’t moving around)

Stay still for some time (ie. Have patience)

* There is value in plain brown and
gray birds

« Skills needed:
 Stand still
 Stay still for some time

Be observant of small movements (pay attention to your peripheral

vision ... By not focusing on anything in particular, the slightest
motion will then catch your eye)

* There is value in plain brown and
gray birds

« Skills needed:

« Stand still
 Stay still for some time
* Be observant of small movements
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Listen carefully (it takes a while for your ears to pick out some
bird calls that you didn’t hear at first)
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* There is value in plain bro
gray birds
 Skills needed:
Stand still
Stay still for some time

Be observant of small movements
Listen carefully
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c) The real breakthrough came when my spiritual director pointed out to
me that these learnings are just as true for the spiritual life as they are for
birdwatching! That was profound ...

lll. The spiritual lessons from my Dad

A. When my Dad & | went out with our binoculars, I’'m sure he
didn’t see what he was doing as spiritual instruction, but some
40 years later with a different set of eyes | believe the spiritual
lessons are right there to be learned

B. 15tlesson: It's not just literal gray & brown birds that have value
... they also represent the everyday mundane ways that God’s
presence is shown to us
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God often appears to us in

“brown and gray” ways, neither
colorful nor spectacular

1. God is not always flashy, colorful & spectacular ... If God does
not answer our prayers in some miraculous way,

a) that doesn’t mean God is not answering

b) It also doesn’t mean that God is not present in the situation

2. God is often there for us in ...
a) The kind phone call or card sent by someone who cares about us

b) The very support systems that we take for granted in our lives, like
spouse, parents, counselors, friends, relatives, co-workers or caring
professionals

c) Arreassuring Bible verse or an inspiring devotional reading or piece of
music we heard.

d) The simple rhythms of nature and the beauty we experience in the
trees, the fresh air, the snow or, yes, the flock of sparrows swooping and
swerving between roosting places

c. lwas especially struck by birdwatching skills as a metaphor
for the skills of spiritual attentiveness



Texts: Lk 2:1-20; Jn 1:1-5, 10-13 “Birdwatching with my dad” 12-28-14 (Xmas) 7

e Skills needed:

« Stand still

1. So the first thing is the need to stand still ...

a) Some of us hardly get here because we are perpetual motion machines,
literally & figuratively never stopping

If we’re consumed with ourselves and the busyness we’ve allowed
to take over our lives, then there’s no space for God to join with us

There’s also no chance for God to get a word in edgewise amidst
all our own words and the words thrown at us by our noisy, digital
world

b) “Standing still” may mean not only being here @ Sunday worship, but
carving out 15 or 30 minutes of silence a day away from other people ...

c) it may mean making your meals at home a device-free experience

2. Standing still will sometimes reveal birds (& God) in obvious
places to us, simply because we briefly got off the merry-go-round ...
however, to really become aware of what God is doing, we usually
have to stay still for some time
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« Skills needed:
* Stand still
* Stay still for some time

a) This is hard for many of us to do, even for only a minute. Some of us
are uncomfortable with any silent times in our corporate worship because
then we feel out of control and don’t know what will happen

But for God the artist, silence is a blank canvas ... & for God the
composer, a blank page of sheet music which God is eager to begin
filling in with notes

In a few moments, we will take that opportunity for God to meet us
in silence before we just move on to the next thing

b) But silence before God can be difficult not just when we’re gathered
together in worship, It’s also tough individually ...

When I’ve taken a silent retreat by myself like at a retreat center,
just because 1 sit still for 10 or 15 minutes doesn’t mean |
automatically start to notice God at work ...

Sometimes while sitting still I suddenly see how self-absorbed my
thoughts are and so | deliberately shift focus to God & | pray,
“God, I release these worries & burdens to you. I’'m open to
whatever you have for me.”

c) Patience ... is as valuable in the spiritual life as it is in birdwatching

d) But even if we learn to stay still for a time, how do we increase our
chances of actually seeing God at work when we do stay still?

3. This is where the 3 skill comes in: You have to pay attention to
small movements
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« Skills needed:
» Stand still
* Stay still for some time
* Be observant of small movements

a) When I’'m out on the trails in Waterford’s wetlands, if I’'m only
looking for big birds like geese or wild turkeys, I will probably miss out
on ¥ of the bird species in our wetlands

If most of the birds there are small, then most of the telltale bird
movements will also be small. Over time my senses have become
heightened to smaller movements around me.

I learn to kind of blur my own vision and not focus on anything in
particular, which allows my peripheral vision to be more aware of
slight movements

b) God is not just in the lightning, earthquake and storm. God is also
moving in ...

the slow growth of plants,

the gradual softening of our hearts that we may only be aware of
because a friend or loved one tells us they’ve noticed we’re a
gentler or more patient person.

c) When you see God at work even in small movements, thank God for it
then, rather than still holding out for bigger & better things from God.
After all, like the bird movements, most of God’s spiritual movements in
the world are small but widely distributed if we have eyes to see them

4. Finally, it’s not only about what we see but about what we hear,
so as Christians it’s important to listen carefully
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What I learned from my Dad

aboul bidwatchir

« Skills needed:
« Stand still
* Stay still for some time
* Be observant of small movements
» Listen carefully

a) Just as we often know birds are there because we hear them before we
see them, so we sometimes hear God speaking before we see God in
action.

b) Not only are there many different bird calls to distinguish, some of
them are very short or faint and not easily heard.

The voice of God comes in many different accents, speeds, styles
and volumes

Sometimes we miss it because we just weren’t expecting it to
sound like THAT

D. I've described some learnings that came to me around Christmas
time related to my father’s death which was also near Christmas ...
but at 1t glance, this birdwatching metaphor may seem ill-fitted
for Xmas time

IV. You may be wondering, “Do these spiritual lessons from
birdwatching have anything to do with Xmas?”
A. After all, what is sometimes called the “most wonderful time

of the year” can certainly be an overload of bright lights, music,
colors, smells and bells

1. At Christmas we do celebrate the uniqueness of wonderful,
spectacular and impossible things that had never happened before:

a) Incarnation ... God taking on human flesh!

b) Lowly common shepherds being the honored audience to hear a choir
of heavenly angels proclaiming timeless good news!
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c) Noble astrologers from a foreign country making a long distance trek
just to worship an unknown newborn king!

d) This was flashy supernatural stuff!
2. If holidays were birds, what kind of bird would Christmas be?

a) Judging by attention in the arts & media, and by amount of money
spent, Christmas might be considered ...

the scarlet macaw of holidays
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OR perhaps the painted bunting of holidays
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b) To most of us, Christmas is so beautiful & so obvious in this country
that we wouldn’t need “holiday binoculars” to spot these birds.

3. But dig a little deeper beneath our modern Christmas of tinsel
and colored wrapping paper ...
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B. A closer look at the biblical story might reveal different kinds
of birds to represent this holiday
1. Whose birth is it that we’re celebrating?
a) A child born out of wedlock in a very traditional conservative society

b) The baby boy of a modest carpenter who would live his days in very
humble circumstances, with no prospects for wealth or power

c) A child whose mother had to place her newborn in a stinky feeding
trough for animals! (Just imaging putting sweet little Lydia & Jeremiah
Voth in that thing! [point to feeding trough on stage])

d) And where were Joseph’s relatives, to help out with the birth & to
congratulate them?

| know they lived far away in Nazareth, but weren’t they also from
the line of David? Shouldn’t they be registering in Bethlehem?

Or were they too embarrassed of this “illegitimate” child of
Joseph’s, who wasn’t born under respectable conditions?

2. The point is that the child we’re celebrating came into this world
less like a peacock and more like an ordinary brown bird ...

3. Based on the circumstances of Jesus’ birth, maybe we should
consider Christmas to be more like ...

a) A sparrow
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b) A bittern ...

OR maybe

¢) A whip-poor-will, with the star figure blending in with his common
surroundings

d) After all, even John who had the most exalted view of Jesus of all the
Gospel writers ... even John tells us in vv. 10 & 11 of chapter 1 (read)
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4. What's more, to the vast majority of the people in Palestine in
those days this baby was nothing more than a “brown bird” ...

a) Most who lived & died during those years never heard of this birth

b) Publicly the only attention it garnered was when a murderous king
ordered a horrific infanticide, just to be sure there would be no threat to
his own throne ... but even that tells us more about the paranoid
desperation of Herod than it does about any reason to pay attention to a
carpenter’s son whom some foreign dignitaries identified as the king of
the Jews

c) If not for some special revelations to a select group of people, this
birth was out of the public eye and not considered noteworthy at all

C. But this brown bird was supremely worth paying heed to

1. In reality, God comes thru the “sparrows” as often as God
appears thru the “peacocks”

a) The great forerunner of Jesus, John the Baptist who drew such crowds
... he was more of a “brown bird” than a “peacock”, even a strange bird,
you might say, but John did not want to draw attention to himself when he
knew someone else deserved it more

b) And after Jesus, the very church of Christ depended heavily on the
towering teacher and missionary Paul of Tarsus, a man whose words were
powerful but whose appearance most people considered unremarkable and
maybe even homely ... another “brown bird” person that God used
mightily

2. When this little boy whom the magi had worshiped grew up and
left his parents’ home, the message he proclaimed was valuing
“brown birds” more than “peacocks”

a) He praised the poor widow putting a penny in the offering rather than
the well-known religious leaders who made a show of their financial gifts

b) And in Matthew 25, it was the ordinary “brown bird” people who
earned praise from Jesus because, by quietly feeding the hungry, clothing
the naked and visiting the sick, they were actually welcoming God.
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V. Conclusion: “Where have you experienced Jesus this
Christmas?”

Where have you
experienced Jesus this
Christmas?

A. How many “little brown birds” will you pass by before you
recognize him?

B. As we continue celebrating the glorious birth of the Savior of
the world, let us not lose sight of his inglorious beginnings ...

1. That’s a paradox that we vocalized in the 2 songs we sang with
alternating and then simultaneous verses:

2. “Who is this who lives with the lowly, sharing their sorrows,
knowing their hunger? This is Christ, revealed to the world in the
eyes of a child, a child of the poor.” (from Sing the Story #26)



Texts: Lk 2:1-20; Jn 1:1-5, 10-13 “Birdwatching with my dad” 12-28-14 (Xmas) 17

Where have you
experienced Jesus this
Christmas?

1. As we take some moments of silence soon before our response
song, listen to God as you ponder that question. (pause)

2. My friends, “He comes in love ... as once he came by flesh and
blood and birth, to bear within our mortal frame ... a life, a death, a
saving name, for every child of earth.” (from Hymnal: A Worship Book #498)

3. Let us stay still and listen carefully before God



