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 On this first Sunday after Christmas, I want to do nothing more 
and nothing less than to tell you a love story. This is a love story that has 
won the hearts of many who have read it, often to a child whom they 
loved with a heartfelt fondness. I have read this story many times as a 
pastor, and without fail someone listening will come up to me afterwards 
and say, “I love that story.” This is a children’s story, but like all good 
children’s stories, it speaks to adults. Sometimes, a story like this speaks 
even more to adults than to children. I hope as you listen today the story 
will speak to you. 
 On this first Sunday after Christmas, with the images of the 
Manger and the Stable and weary husband and wife who have gathered 
with shepherds and wise men to worship the newborn king, I want to tell 
you another love story. It is a story that has won a place in my heart, in 
Julie’s heart, in the hearts of our children, and in the hearts of many 
parents and others who have been a part of the raising of children. There 
is humor in the story. And there is a poignancy that penetrates even the 
most crusty of hearts. 
 
The title of this story is I’ll Love You Forever. 
A mother held her new baby and very slowly rocked him back and forth, 
back and forth, back and forth.  And while she held him, she sang: 

“I’ll love you forever, 
I’ll like you for always, 
As long as I’m living 
My baby you’ll be. 

The baby grew.  He grew and he grew and he grew.  He grew until he 
was two years old, and he ran all around the house.  He pulled all the 
books off the shelves.  He pulled all the food out of the refrigerator and 
he took his mother’s watch and flushed it down the toilet.  Sometimes 
his mother would say, “This kid is driving me CRAZY!” 



But at night time, when that two-year-old was quiet, she opened the door 
to his room, crawled across the floor, looked up over the side of his bed; 
and if he was really asleep she picked him up and rocked him back and 
forth, back and forth, back and forth.  While she rocked him she sang: 

“I’ll love you forever, 
I’ll like you for always, 
As long as I’m living 
My baby you’ll be. 

The little boy grew.  He grew and he grew and he grew.  He grew until 
he was nine years old, when he never wanted to come to dinner and he 
never wanted to take a bath. He grew and he grew until he was a 
teenager, when he had strange friends and he wore strange clothes and 
he listened to strange music. He grew and he grew and he grew until he 
was a grown up man and had moved across town. He grew and he grew 
and he grew until he had a child of his own. And this simple and 
wonderful story tells us that at every stop on the journey of life this 
mother would sneak up to her son’s bed and she would hold him in her 
arms and she would sing about loving him forever… 
…even when he was a grown man. 
…even when he moved to his own house.  
…even when he had his own child. 
…until finally she was too old to get out of her own bed. One day she 
called up her son and said, “You’d better come see me because I’m old 
and sick.” So her son came to see her. When he came in the door, she 
tried to sing the song. She sang: 
“I’ll love you forever, I”ll like you for always…” 
But she couldn’t finish because she was too old and sick. 
The son went to his mother. He picked her up and rocked her back and 
forth, back and forth, back and forth. And he sang this song: 

“I’ll love you forever, I’ll like you for always, 
As long as I’m living, my Mommy you’ll be. 

When the son came home that night, he stood for a long time at the top 
of the stairs. 
Then he went into the room where his very new baby daughter was 
sleeping. He picked her up in his arms and very slowly rocked her back 



and forth, back, and forth, back and forth. And while he rocked her he 
sang: 

“I’ll love you forever, I’ll like you for always, 
As long as I’m living, my Mommy you’ll be.1 

 That story about a mother who said to her baby boy that “I’ll love 
you forever” was very meaningful in our home, reminding us at every 
age and every stage to do everything we could to show our children we 
loved them. In the story, it all works. The mother shows her love and 
then the son, having been the recipient of that love, not only loves his 
mother, he also passes on that same love to his child.  
 I wanted to read this story about love to you this morning, this first 
Sunday after Christmas, because above all else, Christmas is a love 
story. Christmas is a love story about the God who loves this world so 
much he sends his one and only Son…and by the end of this love story, 
a love story filled with passion unlike any other, that Son, our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ, has shown us the full extent of his love. He lays 
down his life for us. The story of Jesus is a love story without parallel. 
 This Sunday we still have the manger set up. The Gospel of Luke 
tells us, “While Joseph and Mary were in Bethlehem, the time came for 
the baby to be born, and Mary gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She 
wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no 
room at the inn.” In one form or another, whether in a live depiction of 
the Nativity, perhaps one of the many creches that were on display in 
our sanctuary just a few weeks ago, or in images evoked by the beautiful 
carols of Christmas, we have seen or imagined Mary gently placing the 
baby Jesus in the manger. From a human perspective, that is exactly 
what happened. Mary placed Jesus in the manger because there was no 
room at the inn. But from a divine perspective, something else, 
something marvelous and mysterious and really quite miraculous was 
taking place. The God of all creation gently placed his Beloved Son in 
the manger. God gave us the gift of Jesus, and it all began when Jesus 
was placed in the manger. 

 
1 Written by Robert Munsch and Illustrated by Sheila McGraw. 



A mother reaching into the crib of her baby, to comfort the baby, 
to soothe the baby, to lift the baby to her breast for warmth and nurture 
and a sense of security, those images can all be linked to what Mary, and 
what God did when Jesus was born and placed in a manger. When our 
kids were young, we spent many an afternoon out on the sports field 
with this really loud and funny woman, and we came to love her and to 
relish her enthusiasm. So when we stood by her on the field one day and 
she was quiet and subdued we took notice. She eventually told us that 
one of her daughters had been diagnosed with cancer. Over the next 
several years whenever we would see her on the field, she would give us 
an update. Then one day she was smiling, happy, overjoyed. Her 
daughter had completed her treatment and was pronounced cured. 

The next time we saw her was a few months later. She told us the 
most amazing story, the most beautiful story, and yet a story that just 
about broke our hearts. Her daughter continued to do well, continued to 
be cured. But during her treatment, her daughter had made friends with 
the others who were also going through cancer. One of the friends she 
made did not get better. Our friend’s daughter went to visit her friend. 
She went into her home. Her friend was in bed, sick, suffering, and in 
pain. Our friend’s daughter stood there, and then she went up to the bed, 
she pulled back the covers, she climbed into the bed with her friend, 
wrapped her in her arms, and simply held her. I heard that story and I 
immediately thought of the baby Jesus lying in the manger. The manger 
is God pulling back the covers of this earth, jumping in with us, 
climbing into bed with us, wrapping his arms around us, and whispering, 
“I’ll love you forever.”  
 One of my all-time favorite baptisms was for a married couple 
named Tony and Sandy. Tony and Sandy taught me so much about love. 
I met them at a very difficult time. A member in our church had died. 
Tony and Sandy came to the memorial service to grieve the loss of their 
friend. That was the first time I met Tony and Sandy. We were all 
devastated.  In God’s grace, Tony and Sandy found something that was 
missing in their lives through the grieving process. They decided to 
come to our church, and then they decided to join our church. Tony and 
Sandy were older, having already celebrated their 50th wedding 



anniversary. Although they were older, they had never been baptized. 
They joined our church. When they joined the church, they were 
baptized. At the baptism it became very clear Tony had never belonged 
to a church, at least a Presbyterian Church. When I baptized Tony, he 
thrust his arms in the air and shouted out, ‘Yes!” That doesn’t happen 
too often in a Presbyterian Church, us being the frozen chosen and all 
that decently and in order stuff. We didn’t know what to do when Tony 
threw up his arms at his baptism. Anyway, after a few awkward 
moments, we threw up our arms and shouted right back at him. “Yes!”  
 We quickly became very close friends with Tony and Sandy. It 
turns out we had a California connection. Tony and Sandy not only 
loved us, they took a love to our children. We feel so blessed that our 
kids grew up in the church. Sometimes churches can be hard on pastor’s 
kids, but everywhere we have been, our kids have been accepted and 
nurtured and encouraged and loved. Tony and Sandy had a special love 
for our oldest son Jake, who was about 20 at the time. Sometimes when 
we would travel back to California, Jake would stay behind because of 
his job. Sandy called him up and invited him to dinner while we were 
gone. She said he stayed until late at night, talking with them and 
enjoying their friendship.  
 About a year after they joined our church, Sandy was diagnosed 
with cancer. She was a very petite woman, and as the cancer took its toll 
she shrunk down even smaller. Finally, Tony took her to a hospice 
facility. One Sunday after church I told Julie I was going to visit Sandy 
in hospice. Julie decided to come along. Jake was hanging around. Julie 
asked if he wanted to come. The three of us went and we sat with Tony 
and Sandy for a while. I said a prayer. I prayed about the Lord being our 
Shepherd and walking with us through the valley of the shadow of death. 
Then we all stepped out in the hall and left Sandy to rest. I gave Tony a 
big hug and got ready to leave. Julie looked at me and I looked at her 
and we realized we didn’t have Jake. I searched up and down the hall. 
Jake was nowhere to be found. At that point Julie signaled to me to 
come back into the room. Our son, twenty years old, had climbed into 
the bed with Sandy. He wasn’t singing a song, but in the sweetest way 



he was telling this precious child of God that he loved her forever. And 
he was assuring her that God loved her.  
 I’m glad we still have the manger up this morning. In some ways, I 
wish we could always leave the manger up. The manger reminds us of 
our love story with God, our love story with the God of all creation who 
climbed into bed with us and who holds us close and whispers in our ear 
and promises that he will never leave us. And I guess the manger is not 
only a reminder, the manger is also a call upon our lives. When we see 
people suffering and going through times of sadness, when we discover 
those whose hearts are breaking and whose spirits are overwhelmed, the 
manger calls us to reach out, to show compassion, and to wrap up those 
who are hurting with arms of love. As God has loved us, we also should 
love one another.  
 Jesus said, “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I 
have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will 
know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  
 
 
  
 


