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In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.  This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria.  All went to their own towns to be registered.  Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David.  He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child.  While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child.  And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.

In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night.  Then an angel of the world stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.  This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.”  And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us now go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.”  So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger.  When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them.  But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart.  The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.”  ---- Luke 2:1-20.
Christmas pageants give preachers lots of fodder for sermons.  The years I spent in Newark were the richest source for inspiration.  There is an energy among kids at Christmas, but urban kids especially seem to have an energy that wells up from the unique circumstances of inner city living and the plight of minorities in our country.
Fatima was one of those kids.  Known for drama, she insisted on being Mary in the pageant, and all agreed that she would be an excellent choice.  Each kid was responsible to bring their own wardrobe, which usually was an older sibling’s bathrobe.  Tinsel haloes and Styrofoam wings were provided.

It was no surprise to see Fatima walk into the church that night decked out in her best Mary attire and looking about eleven months pregnant.

One rule bears mention8ing at this point.  No matter how many times you practice, something will change in the pageant performance.  This night was no exception.

When it came time for Mary to deliver in the hushed room, with all eyes on the cast of kids, Fatima broke the still, calm hush with what may have been the loudest screams ever heard.  That’s right!  Fatima had seen childbirth either on a computer website or on TV, and in the spirit of method acting, her ad lib began, screams interspersed with the short, fast breaths of La Maze.  This built up until Fatima reached under her robe and pulled out a baby doll by the leg, proudly holding it up for all the world to see; she delivered the obligatory slap on the doll’s behind and the pageant proceeded.

On this evening in tens of thousands of churches across the world, the faithful will gather to hear the Christmas story told again in song and Scripture and prayer.  And from many of these pulpits preachers will again struggle to tell their congregations that the Christmas story we love so much has little to do with the Christmas story of a young unmarried mother, a father in over his head, a homeless couple living on the fringes of society.  The smells of animal dung will not be in our churches, few if any of us will ever know the life of a shepherd, one of the worst jobs imaginable.
Which is why Fatima’s obstetric interpretation in the pageant was so wonderful.  “Out of the mouths of babes…” says scripture, comes wisdom.  It just so happened that the wisdom spoken that night was with panting and screaming.  It brought us all back to the reality of that first Christmas.  It was not accompanied by carols, a self-assured Mary and Joseph.  The first Christmas was a harbinger of a tough life.  The Gospel of Matthew sets up this story with a proclamation that would strike fear in people’s hearts.  When the angel told Mary that she would give birth to a child and that he would be the Son of God, this was fearsome news.  It just so happens that the Caesar, the Kaiser, the Emperor’s official title was “a son of God.”  For the angel to come down and say “you’re going to give birth to the Son of God,” it immediately set up an antagonist relationship between that family in the manger and the powers of the world around them.  In the lesson above, we hear Quirinius of Syria was governor.  Herod was in the picture as well.  These were the despots who took advantage of the poor, exploited the powerless, brutalized the outcasts.  These were the despots of whom Jesus would declare liberty to the captive, freedom from their power, and the triumph of justice.  These despots would conspire from the very beginning of his ministry to put him to death.  In the manger that night, there is already a foreshadowing of a tough hard and cruel life, between Jesus and the powers of this world.
But we don’t like that story so much.  As Professor David Lose puts it:

“I have a hunch it’s because life is hard enough already…..Day to day, we struggle to keep pretty turbulent lives intact, to stem the tide of chaos that too often threatens to overwhelm us at home or at work or in the world at lard.  We’ve had enough ‘realism’ in the news, thank you very much.  Can’t we at least come to church for a vision of something that is inherently and undeniably good, pure, beautiful?”
The Christmas story that we love so much is so beautiful.  Angels singing, shepherds bowing, cattle lowing.

But there is something that is even more beautiful in this story that we don’t always catch.  It’s mentioned briefly in Luke; God’s word will be done, and expanded in John:

“In the beginning was the Word.”
The very voice of God spoke, and the World came into being.  There was that word that created the world. 

 “And the word became flesh and lived among us.”  

That’s a bad translation; it actually says

“The Word became flesh and pitched its tent amongst us.”  

It didn’t build a palace on a hill, didn’t build a mansion in Judea, but pitched a tent in our midst.  The thing about tents is that you can just pick them up and move at any time.  Wherever God’s people roamed, God can just pack up his tent and go along with them.  That is the secret beauty of this Scripture.  That is the secret beauty of the Christmas story.
It is a God that follows us with bated breath, a God so close to us that we can feel his breath on the backs of our necks. 
 The beauty of the Christmas story for once and for all time is this:
We never have to worry about being alone.

We never have to face any trial, face any trouble, face any tribulation alone.

Because God has pitched his tent among us.

What started off in humble beginnings in a manger. A manger was a cave built into a mountain, much like a tomb, where this story will lead.  And even in that dark recess, God did not pull up his tent and go home.  He stayed with us.  To be with us.

There is something inherently and undeniably good, pure and beautiful about this Christmas story.

And it is in this place that we proclaim it and hear it.

It may not be the beauty of a serene manger scene upon our altar.  What mother would look that good hours after giving birth?

But the beauty of this story is a God who is hot on our heels, always in hot pursuit of us everywhere.

God has pitched his tent with us.

Alleluia.
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