
CHRISTMAS DAY 2017 

 One of the things I most enjoy about this time of year is looking at the Christmas lights 

and displays, whether in someone’s yard or at Bentleyville or decorated streets of shops in 

Duluth or Two Harbors.  We put up a modest string of icicle lights along our deck, but quite a 

few of our neighbors do it up, with both lights and lit figures.  The other morning as Phil and I 

were walking, we were noticing a large, plastic nativity scene set up in a neighbor’s front yard.  

“Joseph is feeling affectionate”, Phil commented.  And indeed, the Joseph figure had toppled 

over sidewise onto Mary and appeared to be nuzzling her neck.  We both laughed.   I’ve never 

been a huge fan of such scenes, although I’m sure they serve a good purpose for some.  They 

always seem to me so generic, so artificial, sometimes bordering on the trite.  Of course, the 

figures involved are nearly always very pious in appearance, they look stiff and unnatural, and 

not infrequently, they are jarringly set up right next to a lit up scene of dinosaurs wearing 

Christmas scarfs or Big Bird from Sesame Street in a Santa hat.  My snobbish Christmas verdict 

has tended to be that they easily seem garish or tacky. 

 But, how different are such plastic Nativity scenes from the living Nativity scenes that 

are becoming increasingly frequent and popular among churches of all sizes and denominations.  

We, of course, do a live nativity scene as part of the Julebyen, utilizing our Children’s Church 

children and various live animals. It’s always a heart warming highlight of the Julebyen 

weekend.  This year someone put a video on Facebook of our quartet singing and leading the 

children and animals down from the top of the hill behind the church to the nativity back drop by 

the Rec Center, and I watched it several times, delighting in the kids in their costumes running 

enthusiastically down the hill, the sheep being balky, but nudged down the hill nevertheless.  The 

great thing about live nativity scenes of course, is that they are live.  They’re not static, they’re 



not stiff or artificial.  There’s movement, laughter, conversation, charm, and a certain amount of 

confusion.  Neither are such scenes generic;  each scene is unique to the community of faith that 

presents it.  We were discussing this with colleagues at our text study the other morning.  I 

learned that at the Family of God living nativity, the baby playing the part of Jesus was a 7 

month old.  The plan was to feed the baby prior to the nativity, so that it would sleep through it 

peacefully.  Of course that didn’t work, and the baby fussed, chattered, and tried to crawl away 

throughout the scene.  I learned that at French River, their Nativity scene included raccoons 

amongst the animals in the stable, because someone involved had raccoon costumes, and why 

not?  One of the best moments from our scene was when our worthy narrator, Tim Anderson, 

accidentally misspoke.  Instead of telling us that Mary and Joseph were going to Bethlehem, he 

declared that Mary and Moses set off.  Apparently troubled by the change of parents, our live 

nativity baby started to cry about then and was hastily picked up out of the manger to be 

comforted.  These are the things that make live nativities incomparably superior to generic, 

plastic nativity yard sets.  Because in real life, it is the peculiarities, the idiosyncrasies, the humor 

and the mishaps that make things memorable and real and dear.  And this is the entire point of 

Incarnation, of the Christmas event: God joins us in our humanity, taking on flesh, eternity 

meeting up with the mortal, in order to fully embrace us in love and to set about changing the 

world.   

 Like our live nativity reenactments, the original Nativity was also full of peculiarities, 

idiosyncrasies and mishaps, and maybe even humor, who knows?  Yet, most likely unlike most 

of our live nativities the original occurred against a dark backdrop.  And not just the darkness of 

the night. Mary and Joseph live in poverty in an occupied country and are away from home just 

around Mary’s due date because of a forced tax enrollment by the occupying power, Rome.  



Although the darkness of the skies behind the stable in our imagination is one of beauty and 

peace, we might as easily recognize the darkness of the world at that time, where racism, 

classism, poverty and brutality were commonplace; indeed,  the expected norm.  This was not a 

happy journey for Mary and Joseph.   

 But journey they do, and through a number of mishaps, including motels with no vacancy 

signs and a baby determined to be born away from the comforts of home, the familiar nativity 

scene unfolds in a stable, where we hope a midwife assisted with the birth, and the newborn is 

laid in the cow’s feeding bin, a manger, in lieu of a cradle.  Almost certainly not what Mary or 

Joseph had envisioned.   

 It’s interesting in Luke’s account of this birth, which scholars believe may have relied in 

part upon Mary’s first hand account, that we hear several sentences about the prelude to the 

birth; the reason for the travel to Bethlehem, the reason for the stable as birthplace.  And we hear 

quite a lot about what happens after the birth in a field outside the village.  But the birth itself 

receives just the single understated line:  “The time came for her delivery, and she gave birth to a 

son.”  That’s it.  Just one more child born into poverty into this backward, occupied country.  

Except that this birth causes quite a bit of stir in that near by field.  

 Up to this point in the story, we have heard a narrative that is plain and unembellished, 

speaking of events that could be considered somewhat mundane…..Paying taxes.  Crowded 

motels.  Another baby born to a poor couple.  Meh.  Same old, same old. But things change when 

the scene is transformed to the field where shepherds are keeping watch over the sheep by night.  

Recall that shepherds were at the bottom of polite society, and watching sheep through the night 

was the equivalent of being the worker at the Holiday Station on the night shift; the job no one 



else wants.  It is to these unlikely men, who are routinely doing their dull night job, that the 

equivalent of a cymbal crash occurs; it’s just another long night where time crawls along and 

you’re tired and cold, and then: Boom!   One angel appears, then a skyful of angel warriors, 

speaking and singing of a divine birth, and God’s will for peace on earth.   We know the story; 

the shepherds, intrigued, go to Bethlehem to verify the angel’s words, and there they share their 

story with Mary, Joseph, and others present, who react with surprise, as well they might.   

 This is the how of the Christmas story, and we move for a moment to the whys. Why 

Christmas?  And -- why Christmas this way?  The first question, “Why Christmas?” is answered 

easily by the single word, “love.”   “For God so loved the world, God sent God’s only Son” we 

read in John 3:14.  God acts out of love.  Certainly God acts to save and redeem us, because the 

world is broken and dark, and God intends to save us and the world.  But behind all of that is 

love.  Just as we, as parents, gladly and willingly join in with our children in their play, their 

joys, their sorrows, not caring if we get dirty in the sandbox with them, so God does the same.  

Out of a depth and delight of love for us, God joins us in the sandbox, gets dirty, and does it 

gladly, joyfully, because that’s how lovers behave.  And the nature of God and God’s love 

shapes the answer to the question, “Why does Christmas happen in this way?”  Coming in a 

gentle, vulnerable way allows us to respond as we will.  God never forces or compels our love in 

return.  Always, there is invitation, but never compulsion. Always, we are free to respond, and 

certainly an entrance as a baby makes it clear that our response is our own; there is no 

compulsion, fear, or judgement in the way God comes to meet us. 

 Look at the variety of responses to Christ’s birth just in these verses from Luke.  We see 

terror on the part of the shepherds, initially, as they respond to the appearance of divine forces in 

their midst with fear.  Who knew that God lives so close to us?  We see praise on the part of the 



angelic host:  “Glory to God in the highest!”  We see curiosity in the shepherds once their fear is 

overcome, “Let us go and see this thing that has been made known to us.”   We see amazement 

on the part of those who hear the shepherd’s story, as is quite understandable, especially given 

the nature of those telling the tale.  And in Mary we see not only a willing acceptance of her role 

in God’s plan but also a reflective nature that ponders over what she is experiencing.  All of 

these are reactions to the birth of Christ, and our reactions may be as varied, and they may well 

include responses not a part of this initial Scriptural story.  The nature of this story and how it 

impacts each one of us is uniquely personal and idiosyncratic; nothing generic or plastic about it.  

Just like those live nativity reenactments, just like the original event.  It is in the specificity and 

personal up-closeness of the experience that Incarnation truly happens.  How God approaches us 

in this story, and how we respond to it, is, in fact, a mystery.  A Holy Mystery.  Not one which 

we so much need to solve, as one which we explore, ponder, celebrate and proclaim.  Christ is 

born, and Christ is born for us.  Amen.  

  


