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We had a wonderful pageant offered by the children yesterday morning. They acted out for us 
the message of hope and good news of the first Christmas. There were numerous children in 
costume as animals, angels, shepherds, magi, a star, Joseph, Mary, and baby Jesus. There were 
live animals including baby goats, a mild mannered donkey, and a chatty camel. The Nativity 
scene looked like Noah’s Ark ran aground in front of the choir but it worked quite well.  
 
At the end of the pageant, the priest called out. “The Peace of the Lord be always with you.”  
A crowd of people responded, “And also with you.” With impeccable comedic timing, the camel 
bellowed out a sustained grunt sounding like a fog horn. Even the camel added his affirmation to 
the event. 
 
We create this Nativity story from several parts of the Bible and our own experience to come up 
with something with which we are familiar. And that is where part of the power of the story lies, 
in its familiarity. It is comforting and reassuring. We know well the birth of Jesus as a message 
of hope, of God entering our world and into our lives.  
 
Our familiarity with the story of Jesus’s birth also dulls its edge to challenge. We are less  
likely to appreciate the provocative good news it proclaims and the invitation that it offers.  
The comforting intimacy with the story, coupled with the many competing narratives of happy 
holidays, diminish our witness and agency to God’s acts of redemption.  
 
Put simply, it is easy to retell a cute story we know well and then leave it there until next year. 
What the children and animals acted out is the announcement of Heaven and Earth come 
together, in the birth of Jesus, that changes history for good. This is good news of great joy  
we are all invited to live as participants and agents in God’s redemption of the world.  
Because we are so familiar with the story, it is easy to miss its significance. 
 
My college roommate published a new book recently called, Being Viking. It is a study on a new 
religion that is a modern day take on Norse or Viking mythology. That’s the one with Thor and 
Odin and Asgard. It is an attempt by small groups of people, across the country, to reimagine 
parts of an old religion and live it in today’s world.  
 
He conducted a five year ethnographic study like an anthropologist would do to observe a little-
known culture. He immersed himself in the lives of the community. He traveled to worship and 
gatherings, read their literature, and interviewed people taking careful notes. He recorded what 
they said and did. He watched what they chose as the stories they told about themselves and what 
they valued. He wanted to tell the authentic experience of the community.  
 
He learned that their religious community is so foreign and dispersed, so small and new, they 
have to choose, consciously and carefully, what symbols and stories shape and guide their lives. 
They must decide constantly which parts to keep and which parts to drop or adapt. They have 
little support structure, challenging communication, and no authoritative literature or worship. 
They cannot be passive watchers or consumers or their faith will disappear. They must all be 
actors with agency, to make their own free choices and live out their faith daily. 
 



  
What would a similar study find about the Christmas story in our culture? It would likely reveal 
competing and mixed messages about the nature of Christmas. It is a season from early 
November until the new year with feelings of peace, joy, generosity, nostalgia, and second 
chances. It has symbols of Santa Claus and Scrooge, angels and trees, candy canes and carols.  
It has themes of family, gift-giving, travel, parties, comfort food, winter, and a high holy 
shopping day on something called Black Friday. You could go on and on with a list. 
 
The Holidays have a multi-layered meaning. Our culture is so familiar with the many stories  
we miss the obvious… and accept the mixed and competing messages as normal.  All the other 
stuff is fine, but it is not a message of hope or a story to shape and guide our lives. We also  
must decide what part of the story and symbols to tell, to keep or drop, to adapt, and to live by. 
When all the layers are peeled back, there is a light still shining in the darkness. The original 
message and meaning have not changed.    
 
At the heart of it all is a message of good news of great joy of Jesus being born into the world 
and into our lives. This is an announcement of Heaven and Earth come together wherever a  
heart makes room. God has acted in the familiar and intimate in the birth of Jesus. 
 
But more than this announcement, it is an invitation to live from that good news of hope.  
Mary, Joseph, the shepherds, and the magi, each in their own way, accepted the invitation and 
said yes to God. They made a choice to accept the gift offered and let that story of hope guide 
their lives. We have to choose, consciously and carefully, what symbols and stories shape and 
guide our lives. Out story proclaims you matter, you are loved, you can make a difference for 
good.  
 
I think the children in the pageant had it right. Ours is a story of hope when we become actors 
with God choosing to live out this faith every moment. The birth of Jesus, this nativity, is always 
happening (St. Augustine). God can become present to us wherever we are… every time we 
make room for Christ to be born. 
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