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Every year it happens when families pull out their boxes of ornaments---something is broken.  
Twenty-five years ago it happened at the church I was serving.  One of my first tasks there was 
to go through all of the boxes of books and Christian education items that had been packed 
away prior to a massive renovation and building program to help them find their homes.  That 
church had a dungeon like many do where things get stowed away.  This room however had no 
windows so it was very, very dark and damp.  The single light bulb hanging from a wire gave a 
mysterious glow to the boxes below.  I was in search of the nativity scenes so we could prepare 
for Advent.  I found a stack of boxes marked “Advent and Christmas—Handle with Care.”  
Gently I opened each box and found about a dozen of the manger scenes with all the  
characters.  When I opened the last box, the one that had been on the bottom of that stack, the 
first thing I saw was cloths, strips of cloths like the ones we placed in the manger here last 
Sunday.  Underneath the cloths, there they lay—all the broken ones—obviously they were too 
sentimental for anyone to have thrown them away before the renovation, or perhaps after last 
Christmas.  These misfits spoke to me, calling for attention.  Because I had discovered them I 
now felt responsible for them.  So like my namesake, I pondered what to do with them. 
 
My turn to lead staff devotions was soon approaching so I chose to present each staff member 
with one of the wounded nativity personnel. I invited them to find a place of honor for their 
ceramic figurines, on their desks or somewhere in their offices.  I asked them to ponder what 
may have happened to sustain such an injury, or how this brokenness gave new insights to the 
perspective of that person’s presence at the manger, or if it reminded the staff member of 
someone he or she knew.  The next week everyone came back with stories. 
 

 Joe received Joseph standing on one foot with a fractured arm holding only the top of a 
lantern.  Joe had taped a birthday candle to Joseph’s arm since it was Jesus’ birthday. 

 Erik received the donkey with one ear missing.  Erik shared that the donkey was both 
cursed and blessed by having only one ear.  “The donkey,” he said, “was like many in our 
congregation who had worked hard, was tired, and with only one ear could not hear the 
Good News very well.”  The blessing was that sleep was deeper and quieter with less 
noise. 

 Ellen had a king with no back side.  She asked us to pray for Mr. Kincade who had 
recently undergone back surgery. 

 Larry possessed a shepherd without a staff and Kenny had a lamb with two legs missing.  
They got together and attached the lamb around the shepherd’s neck since the lamb 
could no longer walk.  They said the lamb had been trapped in between a rock and a 
hard place and the shepherd lost his staff saving the lamb from near death. 
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 Marti had frowned at her angel without wings or a halo.  So she had made the angel 
new ones.  She spoke of how people without wings or halos can be like angels in 
disguise and give good cheer when others are down. 

 Samuel laughed at his angel with a halo, one wing, and one foot.  He had perched his 
angel on top of a model plane so “it could still fly to share the Good News,” he said. 

 Sherry had taken the rest of the animals and given them a bath and they beamed 
brightly looking loved.  She brought some cotton for them to sleep upon. 

 I had pondered Mary with no arms.  How does a mother hold her child with no arms?  I 
shared about the six couples in the congregation who were infertile and longing to be 
parents.  One couple was now expecting and another was beginning the adoption 
process. 

 There was no baby Jesus.  He was totally absent from the broken ones.  We discussed 
whether we should purchase a plastic Jesus so it would be less likely to break, but we 
decide that would be giving in to the commercialization of the holiday.  So instead the 
presence of an empty manger which had been glued back together was for us a place of 
hope, where we anticipated the day when we are all made new. 

 
No matter who comes to the manger, we are all broken, incomplete, lacking in some way.  
Perhaps it is the grief of a recently deceased loved one, or the loss of a job, or the conclusion of 
a career, or the fear of retirement.  Maybe it’s a fear-filled diagnosis or a lonely separation or 
an unexpected transition.  For others in the world, it may be a home destroyed or even a whole 
city in ruins like Aleppo.  Or it may be a dozen families in tears mourning the deaths of those 
killed in the Berlin Christmas market.  Yes, the world is full of broken pieces and yet we long for 
peace on earth.  
 
When life seems at its deepest and darkest, we can be assured that love is present.  For on that 
night in Bethlehem we can be certain that there was no plastic Jesus, but a living one, who was 
love that came to earth and entered humanity in the bloody messiness of giving birth.   
 
Can you hear it?  Listen.  There is nothing so piercing to the silence of a deep, dark night as the 
cry of a baby.  Listen.  Can you hear it? 
 
When a baby cries, parents respond at each whimper offering help. 
When a baby cries, children curiously attend to the small mass of flesh and bones that makes its 
presence known. 
When a baby cries, elderly come alive with purpose, remembering who they are. 
When a baby cries, the human soul is awakened. 
It is why all of us have come here this night.  We are hoping to hear that baby cry.  We are 
hoping that we are among the faithful who come to adore this child, the Divine One who comes 
to us as the Human One, this fleshy being given to us, for us, over and over again. 
 
This child is not just for us, but for the whole of humanity.  Luke’s nativity story begins with a 
context of the brutal tyrant Emperor Augustus whose empire was built on military power, 
conquest, territorial domination, and a senate that conceded to his will.  Rome called him their 
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“Savior and Lord.”  There was even the phrase “Pax Augustae”—Augustan Peace—associated 
with his rule.  Pax Augustae was built on violent power—it was not peace at all, but a controlled 
state.  Emperor Augustus exercised his power by calling for a census that forced people back to 
their places of birth.  Think of the upheaval that would cause today.  Registrations are always a 
bother, even in the church.    
 
On the other hand, imagine baby Jesus—he is born in a stable, bound in cloth bandages, and 
laid in a feed trough.  He, too, is called “Savior and Lord” but by the angels first and then the 
lowly shepherds. But this Savior and Lord has no need to call for a census because this One, this 
One is God, who created every living thing.  Instead of taking names and counting heads, this 
Savior and Lord already knows each of our names and the number of hairs on each of our 
heads.  Instead of having a controlled peace by might, this Pax Christi—Peace of Christ is a 
peace shared, expanded freely and given to all the world, even to the likes of Augustus. 
 
In ancient Egypt at their coronation, new kings would be given long names.  The prophet Isaiah 
twas foretold it—the ultimate royal name, not four titles separated by commas, but one long 
eternal name—Wonderful Counsleor Mighty God Everlasting Father Prince of Peace.  Isaiah’s 
prophecy was not about a coronation or an enthronement ceremony as in Egypt.  No, this was a 
birth announcement for the whole world.  This was a sign, just like those cloth bandages were a 
sign that this Savior and Lord would come for all people. 
 
Last year on Christmas Eve I made a delivery to a woman who was expecting.  She was not 
expecting a child, but expecting someone to help and care for her.  She was the voice crying.  
She had called the church earlier in the week to ask for a place to stay, and she was troubled, 
scared, and sick.  She was broken.  Her darkness was real.  Her expectation was fulfilled by the 
hotel room, a basket of food, a coat, and some gift cards. 
 
Montreat is a “thin place”—where heaven and earth come close to one another.  When our 
girls were six and seven we spent a week in the summer camping in the rain at Montreat.  
Instead of hiking trails, we visited the pottery every day and made family memories.  We made 
this nativity set that week.  The figurines are not broken, but made with tender love by hands of 
children of God.  Before they were placed in the kiln, there was a baby Jesus of sorts.  Here is 
his band of cloth that wrapped him.  I had made his head, a tiny round ball that had been 
nestled in the cloth, but I forgot to put a hole in the ball and so his head exploded in the firing.  
It was a lesson, for sure, but that Christmas, the Spirit of Jesus was with us as Hannah found 
some jeweled sequins and placed them in the manger because she said, “Jesus is our treasure.”  
Yes, he is.  Christ became like us, broken, so that we could become like Christ, in whom all 
things are made new.  
 
Christmas is a “thin place”—where heaven and earth come close to one another--“from angels 
bending near the earth to touch their harps of gold.”  The angels shared the Good News of the 
baby’s birth with the shepherds, and that was only the beginning.  The shepherds surely hoped 
to find the baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger and they did.  But even more, is what 
happened next: “when they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this 
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child; and all who heard it were amazed…the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God.  
And now we shall too.  And so do we. 
 
 
 


