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WHEN WE THINK OF THE CHRISTMAS SEASON) CERTAIN 

IMAGES USUALLY COME TO MIND, FOR EXAMPLE) 

A COMMENT FREQUENTLY MADE ABOUT THIS SEASON 

IS THAT IT IS A TIME FOR THE FAMILY TO BE 

TOGETHER. THUS CHRISTMAS CARDS OFTEN DEPICT 

A FAMILY SCENE--A FATHER AND .MOTHER) SEVERAL 

CHILDREN) MAYBE GRANDPARENTS) A CHRISTMAS 

TREE IN THE LIVING ROOMJ GIFTS UNDER THE TREE) 

AND OUTSIDE IT'S USUALLY WINTER TIME WITH 

SNOW. ALMOST ALWAYS IT'S A RURAL LANDSCAPE 

AND THERE MIGHT EVEN BE A HORSE DRAWN SLEIGH, 

EVERYTHING IS PEACEFUL AND ALMOST TOO PERFECT, 

I WONDER WHY THERE ARE NO SCENES OF PEOPLE 

CELEBRATING CHRISTMAS IN AN APARTMENT IN THE 

MIDDLE OF A LARGE CITY, OR IN THE SUNNY SOUTH) 

OR IN A LOW RENT DISTRICT, SURELY NOT EVERYONE 

LEAVES THE CITIES AT CHRISTMASTIME TO GO SOMEWHERE 

·1.NTO THE COUNTRYSIDE, 

I WONDER TOO) WHY THERE ARE NO PICTURES OF 

OTHER KINDS OF FAMILIES WHO CELEBRATE CHRISTMAS? 

WHAT ABOUT OLDER PEOPLE IN NURSING HOMES OR 

RETIREMENT CENTERS? WHAT ABOUT TWO OR THREE 

SINGLE INDIVIDUALS WHO SHARE AN APARTMENT? 

WHAT ABOUT THE·MANY SINGLE PARENT FAMILIES? 
. . . 

WHAT ABOUT AN INDIVIDUAL WHO LIVES ALONE AND 
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HAS NO ONE TO SPEND CHRISTMAS WITH? OR HERE 
' 

' 

IS AN OLDER COUPLE WHO HAVE ONE OR MORE GROWN 

CHILDREN AND THIS YEAR THEY ARE SPENDING THE 
• • • • • • • ~ 

HOLIDAY ALONE BECAUSE THE CH.I LDREN ARE MARR I ED 

AND ARE VISITING THE OTHER SETS OF PARENTS, 

CHRISTMAS CAN BE AND IS A TIME OF JOY FOR 

MANY PEOPLE, BUT FOR OTHERS IT CAN BE A TIME 

OF TENSION AND LONEL.INESS. As JOHN SMELTZER 

POINTED OUT IN THE FIRST SERMON IN THIS SERIES 

ON ADVENT) CHRISTMAS AND THE FAMILY, THE 

SENTIMENTAL CHRISTMAS OF WHICH WE DREAM DOES 

NOT ALWAYS COINCIDE WITH THE REALITY IN WHICH 

WE LIVE, 

CHRISTMAS MAY INDEED BE A· TIME F'OR FAMILY-­

BUT WE HAVE TO BROADEN OUR DEFINITION AND 

UNDERSTANDING OF F·AMILY, FAMILY CAN BE., AND 

IS, ANY TWO OR MORE PE.OPLE WHO CARE FOR EACH 

OTHER -AND SUPPORT EACH OTHER. r�� � - � .  �\)c� - · 

,x··\.'} 

I N  ADDITION/ THE IMAGE OF FAMILY AND CHRISTMAS, 

ANOTHER IMAGE WHICH COMES TO MIND PARTICULARLY 

IN RELATION TO THE CHURCH AND CHRISTMAS, IS 

THAT OF A CHILDREN'S CHRISTMAS PAGEANT WH .ICH 

DEPICTS THE NATIVITY SCENE--MARY1 JOSEPH, 

THE BABY JESUS) SHEPHERDS) ANGELS1 AND THE 

ANIMALS IN THE STABLE., PLUS THE WISE MEN. 

AT HUNDREDS OF CHRISTIAN CHURCHES THIS YEAR, 

AS IN YEARS PASTJ EIGHT-YEAR OLD SHEPHERDS 
. . . . . . . 

IN THEIR FATHER'S. ALTERED BATHROBES, THEIR 
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MOTHER'S SANDAL$, AND SHOEPOLISH· BEARDS WILL 

CALL AT CARDBOARD MANGERS TO BE GREETED BY 
. . 

SULLEN ELEVEN-YEAR OLD JOSEPH$, AND MARYS 

DRESSED IN WHITE SHEETS, ALL WATCHED OVER 

BY LITTLE ANGELS WITH CARDBO.ARD WINGS. WHEN 

OTHER PEOPLE'S CHILDREN ARE IN SUCH A PAGEANT, 

WE CONS IDER I.T A THEATRICAL SCAN.DAL AND A 

THEOLOGICAL SACRILEGE. WHEN OUR OWN CHILD 

IS IN SUCH A PAGEANT, IT IS STRANGELY THE 

MOST INSPIRING EVENT WE EVER WITNESSED AND 

THE· HIGHLIGHT OF OUR CHRISTMAS. 

JUST AS OUR SENTIMENTAL PICTURE OF THE FAMILY 
AT CHRISTMAS TIME DOES NOT ALWAYS MATCH WHAT • 

IS ACTUALLY GOING ON IN THE W0RLD--SO ALSO 

OUR IDEA OF WHAT HAPPENED THAT FIRST CHRISTMAS 

IN BETHLEHEM MAY NOT BE MUCH LIKE WHAT REALLY 

HAPPENED. 

WE'VE HEARD THE CHRISTMAS STORY SO MANY TIMES 

THAT NEITHER WE NOR MARY IS SURPRISED WHEN 

THE ANGEL TELLS HER SHE IS EXPECTING AND TELLS 

JOSEPH NOT TO WORRY. MARY BELIEVES SHE IS 

BLESSED, JOSEPH IS NOT CONFUSED, KNOWING 

HOW THE STORY WILL ENDJ EVERYONE IS IN COMPLETE 

CONTROL AND IT ALL GOES OFF WITHOUT A HITCH, 

BUT THE DISARMING THINGS ABOUT CHILDREN'S 

PAGEANTS IS THAT THEY NEVER SEEM TO WORK OUT 

THAT WAY, · No MATTER HOW FI NE THE BATHROBES 

OR HOW PROFESSIONAL THE MAKE-UP J OR HOW GREAT 
. . .. 

THE QUANiITY OF HAY ON THE STAGEi SOMETHING 
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INVARIABLY GOES WRONG. 

REST OF THE CAST NEVER 

MARYJ JOSEPH AND THE 

SEEM TO LOOK AS 

DIGNIFIED) AS PIOLI$) OR AS SURE ·oF THEMSELVES 

AS THEY DO ON CHRISTMAS GREETING CARDS, 

THE SHEPHERDS USUALLY ACT AS CONFUSED AND 

DUMBFOUNDED AS THE SHEEP THEY ARE SUPPOSED 

TO BE WATCHING OVER. ELEVEN YEAR OLD JOSEPH 

IS ALWAYS EMBARRASSED TO.BE STANDING THAT 

CLOSE TO MARY (OR TO ANY OTHER GIRL FOR THAT 

MATTER); AND M.ARY, DESPITE HER EFFORTS TO 

LOOK LIKE ONE WHO IS "BLESSED AMONG WOMENj
u 

ALMOST ALWAYS LOOKS LI KE_ ONE WHO IS CONFUSED ., 

BEWILDERED AND ABOUT TO GIGGLEJ AND WHO HAS 

NOT THE SLIGHTEST NOTION OF WHAT TO DO WITH 

A BABY ) MUCH LESS WHAT HER NEXT LINE IS SUPPOSE� 

TO BE I 

WILLIAM MUEHLj IN HIS BOOK ENTITLED) 
uALL 

THE DAMNED ANGELS1" TELLS ABOUT THE TRULY 

UN.EXPECTED HAPPENING IN ONE OF THESE CHILDREN'S 

CHRISTMAS PAGEANTS. MR. MUEHL WAS ONE OF 

MY PREACHING PROFESSORS AT YALE AND A GOOD 

STORY TELLER. 

HE AND HIS WIFE HAD A SON WHO WAS TO BE A 

SHEPHERD IN THE ANNUAL CHRISTMAS PAGEANT. 

AFTER MARY AND JOSEPH HAD TAKEN THEIR PLACES 

AROUND THE MANGER, THE ANGELS CAME ON THE 
. . . . . . 

STAGEJ ABOUT TWENTY LITTLE GIRLS DRESSED IN 
. . . 

. . 

. . 

FLUFFY WHITE GOWNS AND SPORTING IMMENSE GAUZE 

WINGS. THEY SPREAD THEMSELVES AROUND THE 
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STAGE WITH SUSPICIOUS SYMMETRY. THEN THE 

SHEPHERDS APPEARED) AN EQUAL NUMBER OF SMALL 

BOYS DRESSED IN BURLAP SACKS AND CLUTCHING 
. . . . . 

AN ASSORTMENT OF SAPLINGS WHICH PURPORTED 

TO BE SHEPHERD'S CROOKS. 

AT THIS POINT., AN UNFORTUNATE DISCOVERY CAME 

TO LIGHT. IN ORDER TO BE SURE THAT THE ANGELS 

AND SHEPHERDS WOULD STRIKE A PLEASANTLY BALANCED 

ARRAY ON THE STAGEj THE DRAMA COACH HAD MADE 

A SERIES OF CHALK MARKS ON THE FLOOR. A 

CIRCLE FOR EACH ANGEL AND A CROSS FOR EACH 

SHEPHERD. SHE HAD URGENTLY INSTRUCTED THE 

CHILDREN THAT THEY WERE ALL TO FIND AND STAND 

ON APPROPRIATE SYMBOLS. BUT UNWISELY THIS 

MARKING HAD BEEN DONE.WHEN THE PUPILS WERE 

W.EARING THEIR ·oRDINARY CLOTHES., SHORTS ., SKIRTS 

AND OVERALLS. WHEN THE ANGELS CAME ON IN 

THEIR FLOWING ROBESJ EACH OF THEM COVERED 

NOT ONLY HER OWN CIRCLE) BUT THE ADJACENT 

CROSS AS WELL. 

THE SHEPHERDS BEGAN LOOKING FOR THEIR PLACES. 

ANGELS WERE TREATED AS THEY NEVER HAVE BEEN 

TREATED BEFORE. AT LAST ONE LITTLE BOY J WHO 

HAD SUFFERED ABOUT ALL SUCH NONSENSE THAT 

HE COULD HANDLE, TURNED TOWARD THE WINGS WHERE 

THE TEACHER IN CHARGE WAS GOING QUIETLY MAD 

AND ANNOUNCED ANGRILY, "THESE DAMNED ANGELS 

ARE FOULING UP THE WHOLE SHOW. THEY'VE HIDDEN 

ALL THE CROSSES! n 

AND SO., CHRISTMAS PAGEANTS ARE USUALLY CUTE., 
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OFTEN COMIC1 SOMETIMES RIDICULOUS1 BUT RARELY 
. t 

ARE THEY WHAT WE ENVISION AS THE WAY THE . 

NATIVITY REALLY LOOKED, 

BUT MAYBE THERE'S MORE TRUTH IN THESE UNEVEN 

PERFORMANCES THAN WE AT FIRST REALIZE. THAT 

FIRST CHRISTMAS) THE BIRTH OF JESUS WAS NOT 

AS .RELIGIOUS AND NEAT AND SMOOTH AS WE LIKE 

TO TELL IT. I'M SURE THAT MARY DID NOT LOOK 

MUCH . LIKE THE QUEEN OF HEAVEN THAT NIGHT IN 

BETHLEHEM. · MARTIN LUTHER SURMISED THAT SHE 

PROBABLY LOOKED MORE LIKE A RATHER CONFUSED� 

BEWILDERED TEENAGER AND HAD NOT THE SLIGHTEST 
NOTION OF WHAT TO DO W-ITH A BABY OR WHAT HER 

NEXT LINE WAS SUPPOSED TO BE, AND JOSEPH 1 . 
IF HE HAD ANY FEELINGS AT ALLJ MUST'VE FELT 

EMBARRASSED. AFTER ALL, HE WAS IN AN 

EMBARRASSING SITUATION, 

THE SHEPHERDS, DESPITE ALL THAT TALK ABOUT 

"FEAR NOT" WERE AS SCARED AS YOU OR I WOULD 

BE IF A SIMILAR THING HAPPENED TO US WHILE 

WE WERE AT WORK, THEY WERE ALL IN OVER THEIR 

HEADS) WONDERING WHAT PEOPLE LIKE THEM WERE 

DOING ON STAGE IN A DRAMA LIKE THIS. 

AND OFTENTIMES T001 IN OUR EFFORT TO OVER­

SENTIMENTALIZE CHRISTMAS, TO IDEALIZE IT AND 

MAKE IT TOO PERFECTi LIKE THE ANGELS IN THAT 

CHRISTMAS PAGEANT) WE COVER UP ALL THE CROSSES. 

WE FORGET THAT THIS BABY JESUS GREW UP TO 

BE AN ADULT AND WAS PUT TO DEATH -AS A COMMON 

CRIMINAL. WE FORGET THAT WHILE JESUS WAS 

----



STILL A BABY, HIS PARENTS HAD TO TAKE HIM 

AND FLEE TO EGYPT IN ORDER TO SAVE HIS LIFE 

AND THAT ALL THE OTHER BOY BABIES IN THE 

REGION OF BETHLEHEM WERE KILLED BY AN ANGRY 

KING. 

EACH YEAR ABOUT THIS TIME THERE ARE LEGAL 

CONTROVERSIES ABOUT WHETHER OR NOT NATIVITY 
. . 

7 

SCENES SHOULD BE PLACED BY LOCAL) STATE OR 

THE NATIONAL GOVERNMENT IN VARIOUS PLACES i 

GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS) INCLUDING THE REAGAN 

ADMINISTRATION AND OTHER PEOPLE AS WELL) HAVE 

ARGUED THAT THE NATIVITY SCENE IS PART OF 

A nSECULAR FOLK FESTIVAL, " THAT REPRESENTS 

CHRISTMAS TO MANY PEOPLE) AS OPPOSED TO BEING 

A RELIGIOUS HOLIDAY. THOSE KINDS OF STATEMENTS 

ARE REMINISCENT OF ONE HEARD ON A DECEMBER1 

1978 "PHIL DONAHUE SHOW, " "A NATIVITY SCENE 

SHOULDN'T BE CONTROVERSIAL," AN AUDIENCE 

MEMBER SPUTTERED, "WHY THE MANGER SCENE 

SYMBOLIZES EVERYTHING," I WONDER WHY NO ONE 

WANTS TO PUT UP CRUCIFIXION AND RESURRECT.ION 

SCENES AROUND Goon FRIDAY AND EASTER. BY 

WAY OF CONTRAST, I SAW A CARTOON PICTURING . 

AN OLD MAN LOOKING AT A NATIVITY SCENE IN 

A DEPARTMENT STORE WINDOW, AND HE WAS COMPLAINING 

THAT NOW THE CHURCH IS TRYING TO HORN IN ON 

CHRISTMAS, 

� BUT THE BIRTH OF THE SAVIOR IS AND WILL ALWAYS 

BE CONTROVERSIAL. I T  IS MUCH MORE THAN A 

SECULAR FOLK FESTIVAL) NO MATTER HOW MUCH 
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WE SENTIMENTALIZE IT. BEFORE MARY GAVE BIRTH, 

ACCORDING TO LUKE
1
S GosPELJ SHE KNEW HOW 

CONTROVERSIAL THIS EVENT WAS . GOING TO BE. 

SHE DECLARED IN THE MAGNIFICAT -- "Goo HAS 

SHOWN STRENGTH WITH HIS ARM. GOD HAS SCATTERED 

THE PROUD IN THE IMAGINATION OF THEIR HEARTS i 

Goo HAS PUT DOWN THE MIGHTY FROM THEIR THRONES, 

AND EXALTED THOSE OF LOW DEGREE. Goo HAS 

FILLED THE HUNGRY WITH GOOD THINGS1 AND THE 

RICH HE-HAS SENT EMPTY AWAY. " WHEN STILL 

AS A TINY BABYJ JESUS WAS BROUGHT TO THE 

TEMPLE IN JERUSALEM1 AND AS SIMEON HELD THE 

BABY, HE DECLARED--"BEHOLD THIS CHILD IS SET 

FOR THE FALL AND RISING OF MANY IN I SRAEL. " 

THIS IS MORE THAN JUST A HARMLESS, HELPLESS 

BABY. I T''s A BOTHERSOME BIRTH! 
_.,. 

f l..f, � _(e Vi , . - .• (,. t� • _ � ( {,.._u...- 1 ,.J (,:./,f 

J:tt�O�JsH_ER�-WO;RD·S·:1 WITH THE BIRTH OF JESUS., GOD 

IS TURNING OUR WHOLE WORLD UPSIDE DOWN, THIS 

IS THE KIND OF SCENE THAT DOES NOT FIT IN 

WITH THE OTHER DECORATIONS ON THE COURTHOUSE 

LAWN, OR THE WHITE HOUSE LAWN. I T  DOES NOT 

FIT· IN WITH BUSINESS AS USUAL·. WE CANNOT 

USE CR I BS TO COVER UP CROSS ES. CR I BS -AND 

CROSSES MUST BE SEEN TOGETHER. 

To SPEAK OF BOTH CRIBS AND CROSSES DOES NOT 

IN ANY WAY TAKE AWAY FROM THE JOY AND FESTIVITY 
r"\ 

OF THIS SEASON--IN FACT IT ADDS TO THE 

CELEBRATION. Nor ONLY DID Gan COME TO us 

AND LIVE AMONG US--BUT GoD IN CHRIST ALSO 
, 

. 

SUFFERED WITH US AND FOR US, AND OVERCAME 
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DEATH AND MAKES IT POSSIBLE FOR US TO DO THE 

SAME, 

YES J THIS SEASON IS A TIME FOR FESTIVITY AND 

FOR-HEARING ANGELS SING, AND THE MESSAGE OF 

ADVENT AND CHRISTMAS IS ESPECIALLY FOR THOSE 

WHO ARE LONELY AND DEPRESSED J FOR THOSE WHO 

ARE SAD. 

THE OTHER DAY AN ELDERLY WOMEN CALLED ME ON 

THE PHONE AND IN OUR CONVERSATION SHE WAS 

LAMENTING THE FACT SHE AND HER HUSBAND J WHO 

IS NOT WELL� HAVE NO FAMILY TO BE WITH THIS 

CHRISTMAS ·, THEY HAVE NO CHILDREN AND THERE 

ARE ONLY ONE OR TWO DISTANT RELATIVES WHO 

LIVE FAR AWAY. I TRIED TO REASSURE HER THAT 

CHRISTMAS IS FOR EVERYONE AND THAT SHE HAD 

A DIFFERENT KIND OF FAMILYJ THAT I WAS HER 

RELATIVE AS WELL AS MANY OTHERS, 

IN FACT J THE MESSAGE OF GOD WITH US J IS 

ESPECIALLY FOR THOSE·WHO FEEL THEY HAVE NO 

FAMILIES--FOR IT TELLS THEM THAT GOD IS WITH 

THEM, WE SEE IN THE PERSON OF JESUS THAT 

GOD CARES PARTICULARLY FOR THE LONELYJ THE 

AFRAID. THE CHRISTMAS MESSAGE IS THAT GOD 

COMES TO LIFE'S LITTLE PLACESJ TO. LIFE'S 

HIDDEN PLACES; GOD COMES TO LIFE'S FORGOTTEN 

PEOPLE) NEGLECTED PEOPLE) OPPRESSED PEOPLE 

AND ASSURES THEM OF THEIR IMPORTANCE IN Goo's 
. . . . . . . . . 

CREATI·ON. GOD COMES TO ALL THE. BETHLEHEMS 

OF THE WORLD PERSONALLY; COMES TO THE LITTLE 
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INSIGNIFICANT) OUT-OF-WAY PLACES OUTSIDE THE 

CIRCLE OF THE ACTIVITIES OF LIFE'S JERUSALEMS. 

GOD COMES TO THE STABLES OF THE WORLD J THE 

SLUMS OF THE WORLD, LOOK FOR GOD TO BE 

PERSONALLY PRESENT IN ALL SUCH PLACES, 

So NO MATTER WHAT KIND OF FAMILY.SITUATION 

YOU HAVEJ CHRISTMAS IS FOR YOU!. THE CRIB 

OF CHRISTMAS REMINDS US NOT TO BE AFRAID OF 

THE CROSSES IN LIFE-�THEY NEED NOT BE COVERED 

UP! Gan's POWER ALWAYS OVERCOMES THEM. Gan's 

LOVE CAN NEVER BE STOPPED! AMEN. 


