Christmas Eve 1985
GOD IN THE ORDINARY 



“And she gave birth to her first-born and wrapped him in swaddling Clothes and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.”  “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” 
 
All saving ideas and events are born small! To understand the abiding forces that will direct and dominate the future, we need to be attentive to what is germinative — often diminutive or inconspicuous, like a small seed unnoticed yet planted, and one day becomes a giant tree.
 
But it’s difficult for us to pay attention to the ordinary. Maybe we have seen too many Cecil B. DeMille films, where everything is big, sensational, expensive! With a cast of thousands!
 
In our time, we pay big attention to the birth of a child of royalty. When Prince Charles and Princess Di of England had their first child, the whole world seemed to know about it. Yet on that same day there were thousands of babies born, and one or more of them, unknown to the world may one day turn out to be a Nobel Prize Winner, or a renowned leader in some field yet unheard of.

The point is that the most influential events in this world turn out to be not the noisy affairs that split our ear drums and dominate the headlines, but rather the embryonic, secretive and often imperceptible things. Most saving events and ideas are born small.
 
For example, on December 1, 1955, thirty years ago, a woman no one had ever heard of, refused to give up her seat on a city bus in Montgomery, Alabama. Her name was Rosa Parks and she worked at the tailor shop in the Montgomery Fair Department Store. She took a seat in what was considered the black section. After a few stops the white section of the bus filled up with white people, so that one white man had to stand. Then the bus driver asked the four black people in the front row of the black section to move to the back of the bus and stand so that this one white man could have a seat. Three of the black people moved to the back, but Rosa Parks did not move. When the driver saw that she was still sitting there, he told her that unless she moved to the back of the bus, he would have her arrested. She told him to go on and have her arrested.

One ordinary working woman who was tired after working all day refused to give up her seat because she had paid her fare. From that small incident came the Montgomery Bus Boycott, and from that a young black minister became a leader — Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Civil Rights Movement spread to every part of the country.
 
No one could’ve guessed that an unknown tired black woman’s courage could be the straw to break the back of segregation laws.
 
Most saving events and ideas are born small. God often works through the ordinary. The birth of the baby Jesus is no exception. God’s chosen way of coming into the world and into our lives is always low key, almost casual. God shuns the spectacular and prefers the ordinary. What is more ordinary than the birth of a child? God has a way of appearing to be less than God really is, appearing as a child born into poverty and obscurity, a young man growing up unrecognized, a prisoner refusing to answer the false accusations of a judge, a man entering a city on a donkey. A man dying on a cross. God’s coming is so common, or ordinary that the masses frequently miss God.

God chooses common people and places as God’s instruments. That’s what the story of Christmas is all about. In the hill country of Judea, two young people — Mary and Joseph were awed by the mysterious intervention in their lives. It was a dark and hostile world, a world far different from the serene one portrayed on Christmas cards or seen in pageants. Palestine was a land of disease, poverty and economic unrest.
 
It was a land controlled by the Roman Empire, two thirds of whose inhabitants were slaves, able to be sold as property and punished or killed at the discretion of their owner. Magicians and soothsayers abounded, and the most popular form of entertainment were fights between human beings and beasts. In a month’s time, 20,000 lives might be sacrificed in the arenas. It was a world in which the worship of the gods was based on fear and superstition, and the vices of the gods were human practices.
 
It was into such a superstitious and fearful world that Jesus was born. The time and place were not what you would have expected for the birth of God in the flesh. “And she gave birth to her first-born son and laid him in a manger because there was no place for them in the inn.”

God is ever full of surprises! Not in the spectacular, not in the sensational, but God comes in the ordinary. We live in a world that worships bigness and power! And we wonder what place is there in such a world for the small and ordinary? What difference can the birth of a baby in a stable mean? A baby born to common people never heard of before?
 
God still comes to us in the ordinary, in the simple. God still comes into our world, but not always in the way we expect it.

Here’s one of my favorite Christmas stories. There once lived an elderly shoemaker, loved by his friends and neighbors who called him, “Father Martin.”
 
 
One Christmas Eve he sat alone in his little shop reading of the visit of the Wise Men to the baby Jesus and of the gifts they brought. To the baby Jesus and of the gifts they brought. He said to himself, “If tomorrow were the first Christmas and if Jesus were born in this town, I know what I would give him.” He got up and took from the shelf overhead two tiny shoes of softest snow white leather, with bright silver buckles. “I would give him these my finest work.”

Replacing the shoes he blew out the candles and retired to rest. Hardly had he closed his eyes when he heard a voice call his name, “Martin! Martin!” Intuitively he felt a Presence. Then the voice spoke again, “Martin, you have wished to see me. Tomorrow I shall pass by your window. If your guest at your table.”

Father Martin did not sleep that night for joy, tidied up his little shop. He spread fresh sand upon the floor and wreathed green boughs of fir along the rafters. On the spotless, linen covered table he put a loaf of bread, a jar of honey and a pitcher of milk and over the fire he hung a pot of tea.
 
Then he took up his patient vigil at the window. Presently, he saw an old street sweeper pass by, blowing his thin, gnarled hands to warm them. “Poor fellow, he must be half frozen,” thought Martin. Opening the door, he called out to him, “ Come in, my friend, and warm yourself and drink a cup of hot tea.” And the man gratefully accepted the invitation.

An hour passed, and Martin saw a young, miserably clothed woman carrying a baby. She paused wearily to rest in the shelter of his doorway. The heart of the old cobbler was touched. Quickly he flung open the door. “Come in and warm yourself while you rest,” he said to her. “You do not look well.” “I’m going to the hospital. I hope they will take me in and my baby. My husband is at sea, and I am ill, without a penny.”

“Poor child!” cried Father Martin. “You must eat something while you are getting warm. Then let me give a cup of milk to the little one. What a bright little fellow he is! Why you have no shoes for him.” Then he took down from the shelf the soft little shoes he had admired the night before. And shortly the poor young mother left.
 
And Father Martin resumed his place at the window. Hour after hour went by, and although many people passed his window and many needy souls took part in his hospitality, the expected Guest did not appear.
 
“It was only a dream,” he signed with a heavy heart. “I did hope and believe, but He has not come.” Suddenly, so it seemed to his weary eyes, the room was flooded with a strange light. And to the cobbler’s astonished vision there appeared before him, one by one, the poor street sweeper, the sick mother and her child and the other people whom he had aided during the day. And each smiled and said, “Have you not seen Me? Did I not sit at your table?” And they vanished.

And then in the silence, Father Martin heard again the gentle voice repeating the old familiar words, “Whosoever shall receive one little child, receives me . . . for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you took me in . . . inasmuch as you did it unto one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you have done it unto me.” Amen.

