
Christmas Day, 2016  Angel’s Song, Homecoming 

 You know what I heard about this past week in Knife River, Minnesota?  I  heard about 

homecomings.  Family and friends returning to the area to join in celebrating Christmas in 

various festive kinds of gatherings.  It’s heartwarming to see on Facebook the pictures of 

families at Bentleyville or gathered around a dining room table.  My daughter came home on 

Friday, my son arrived yesterday, and I was nearly beside myself with happiness. Christmas is 

certainly a time for us to come home and celebrate with those we love.  And I  heard about 

another  homecoming, a rather large Knife River  homecoming, which many of you know far 

more about than I do: the homecoming of a particular boat that has been roosting in Two Harbors 

by the lighthouse, but is now housed by the KR Rec Center. There were pictures of the boat 

being moved, accompanied by the following paragraph which  I read on Facebook:  “The 

Crusader II Commercial Fishing Tug goes home to Knife River. A sub committee of the KR Rec 

Council has taken the Crusader home to be restored and displayed there. A great cooperative 

effort between the KR Rec, the City of Two Harbors, Ostman Trucking, and the KR Marina. 

Here is Santa's gift from the Lake County Historical Society to the Village of KR. Merry 

Christmas Everyone!”  Now, that’s a homecoming!  And that’s some Christmas gift!  The boat 

was built originally for Carl Erickson, (husband of the famed Emily of the former Emily’s 

restaurant, and related to many Erickson’s, Ojard’s and Carlson’s in our community)  It wasn’t 

wrong that it was being displayed in Two Harbors; the history of the fishing along these Shores 

belongs not only to Knife River, but to all the North Shore, and for that matter, to all the world; 

it’s a part of a bigger picture, certainly.  But, it’s also more right that it be here, in Knife River, 

back home, where it belongs.  Because while this boat and its history may in some ways belong 

to everyone, it also belongs uniquely to us and is a part of our particular and distinct story.  We 



have local ownership and investment in that boat, and that makes this homecoming all the more 

meaningful! 

 Universal and local; for everyone and particularly for us; that’s not just a description of 

the Crusader 2,  that’s the Christmas story in a condensed version.  A story of homecoming, of  

God making God’s home among us.  A story that has universal significance, to be sure, but that 

also is for us, that must become ours---a local happening in which we have ownership and 

investment.  We find all of this in the final verses of our last Gospel reading, the song of the 

angels:  “Glory to God in the highest heavens; on earth, peace, good will towards all.”  This 

song, called by its opening words in latin, The Gloria in Excelsis Deo, is sung weekly in liturgies 

and hymns around the globe.  We sing abbreviated versions of it in carols like “Angels We Have 

Heard on High” or “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing.” But it was first sung on Christmas Eve 

around 2000 years ago to shepherds in a field near Bethlehem, and let’s ponder the profound 

meaning of this song, of these words, for a bit. 

 What was this experience like for these shepherds?  Shepherds held a rather lowly place 

in Jewish society, for all that we romanticize the job from our comfortable distance of 2000 years 

of history.  Shepherds worked long hours in the outdoors, didn’t get to bathe very often, had to 

be strong enough to fend off predators like lions with sticks and rocks, and were generally near 

the bottom of the pecking order.  Think of all-night workers at the Holiday Station or 

McDonald’s, people who take a job no one else much wants, out of necessity. It is to these 

unlikely men that this angelic visitation occurs; not to more learned or cultured folks who might 

have appreciated it more.  But to these rough shepherds who were just spending one more long 

night tending to the flocks of sheep that belonged to people far wealthier than themselves who 

hired them to watch and protect their flocks. Like the night shift worker at Kwik Trip, they were 



just waiting for their shift to get over, trying not to think about whether their feet hurt or that they 

were cold.  They had no expectation of angelic visitation or song---why would they?  So when it 

occurs, they were naturally startled out of their wits, “sore afraid”, as the poetry of the King 

James Version puts it. First, it was one angel, and it was the appearance of even the single angel 

that terrified them.  Angels, obviously, are not so much cute as they are fearfully beautiful. The 

angel said, “Fear not.  For behold I bring glad tidings of a great joy which will be for all the 

people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord.’  

Angels in Scripture fall generally into three categories:  messengers, helpers, or warriors.  In this 

instance, the angel is a messenger, giving these unlikely men a private birth announcement of the 

incarnate God.  And suddenly, it’s not just one angel, it’s a multitude of the heavenly host---a 

host, being a word that has some implications of a heavenly army, a fighting force for God, for 

the good in this world and universe.  And that multitude of angels begins to sing: “Glory to God 

in the highest, and on earth, peace, good will towards all.”   

 Whatever must this have looked like or sounded like?  Can we even imagine? I had a 

thought-provoking conversation with a friend who happened to take in Disneyworld’s Parade of 

Lights in a visit to Florida earlier this month.  He spoke glowingly of the inclusion of the reading 

of the Christmas story by a famed orator to the accompaniment of countless lights and a huge, 

mass choir and orchestra.  He remarked, “Whatever the readings and choir may do at my church 

on Christmas, it’s going to be a letdown, compared to that.”   I see what he means, of course, but 

which experience might actually be closer to what the shepherd’s experienced?  A Disney 

spectacular, complete with light show, mass choir and orchestra?  Or the sweet, but ordinary 

reading and singing of the local church worship?  I’m gonna go with the latter.  I see nothing to 

indicate a spectacular kind of performance in this angelic visitation and song.  1st C. music 



tended towards chant more than lush harmonies, and this is an angelic host; an army more than a 

choir with regular rehearsals and professional orchestral accompaniment. Maybe they sounded 

like haunting notes in the wind….maybe they sounded like birds…..maybe they sounded like our 

Seraphim women’s choir, named for a legion of angels.  I don’t think the shepherds were so 

much in awe of the splendor of the music, as they were awestruck by the angelic presence and 

message, which came –unlikely though it seemed—to them.  It was good news for them, and 

that’s what made the impact.  

Of course, the angelic message was and is truly a universal tiding of good news, “for all 

the people’, we read.  Yet it was also a message that was absolutely local---for these shepherds, 

in their field, by their sheep, in their field of vision.  It was apparently not seen or heard even in 

nearby Bethlehem.  This was news for all the world, but also news absolutely for these shepherds 

to own, to invest in, to believe in and act upon.  That’s incarnation; God with us; in our sky; in 

our field; our field of work, our field of vision, our field of activity.  God with us. God makes 

home amongst all of humanity, and also particularly among us---in Knife River, Minnesota, as 

the year of our Lord 2016 draws to a close along the North Shore of the largest fresh water lake 

in the world.  That’s what we learn from the song of the angels.  

 This short and simple song can be divided into two realms as it divides easily into two 

lines.  The first is the heavenly realm:  “Glory to God in the highest heavens.”  We hear of the 

majesty and power of the God of galaxies, of supernovas, of black holes, of distant planets and 

stars.  Glory to that God!  And in the next line, that God, and we, are drawn back to earth: “and 

on earth, peace; good will towards all.”  That God of the galaxies makes home among us, a 

homecoming that brings both peace and good will.   



 We speak often of peace, especially at Christmas, so I’d like to briefly think on “good 

will” instead.  What is “good will”?  There’s a store called “goodwill”, as we all know, that 

attempts to make items available for those who may be in need at a reasonable price. Good will 

has to do with positive intentions, right?  And it is something God has towards us and brings as 

part of God’s incarnation in Christ.  Most surely this means that God wills good for us.  Not evil.  

Not trouble.  Not condemnation.  Not judgement.  God wills good for us. Is God’s will always 

done?  Self-evidently not, as evil things happen, and God does not will evil, but good.  Human 

sin in a broken world often undoes God’s good will.  Nevertheless, God among us wills good 

and somehow almost always that good will find a way to bring: salvation, healing, reconciliation, 

peace.  God wills good. 

 But this angelic song verse seems also to suggest that not only does Christ’s incarnation 

indicate that God wills good for us; we also are to have good will among us and between us; 

“good will towards all.”  If there is one quality which I experience daily in this congregation, it is 

good will.  There is absolutely a spirit of cheerful willingness, positive intentions, enthusiasm, 

kindness, and forgiveness which permeates this congregation.  It is awesomely ridiculous  how 

much good will there is among us!  And what about the good will evident between the Two 

Harbors historical society and the Knife River Rec Center?  The transfer of the boat was 

accompanied by that message: “Here is Santa's gift from the Lake County Historical Society to 

the Village of KR. Merry Christmas Everyone!”    Good will abounds!  But the angelic song 

raises an excellent question as we think beyond the familiarity of our church or towns:  do we, in 

fact, will good for all?  Or do we will it for some, but not for others?  Or do we pretty much view 

everyone as a competitor or adversary and wish them ill, at least in secret?  It’s hard to will good 

for those who wish us ill; it’s hard to will good for those we resent because of their good fortune; 



but of course, nothing about Christmas suggests that God sets the bar low for us.  Always, God 

asks us to stretch and grow in our faith and love, even as God is willing to make God’s home 

among us, in the most vulnerable form imaginable; a child born into poverty.  That is how God 

makes God’s good will evident for us, and that is why God asks us to spread good will among 

others.  This is the season of good will. This is the season of homecomings; of God making home 

among us.  The incarnation happened, as we are about to sing--‘Once in Royal David’s City”, 

yes.  But also, every year in Knife River, Minnesota, God is incarnate; Christ is born.  God is 

with us.  Amen.  


