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One of my greatest joys growing up was helping my father decorate for Christmas. Back in
those days we didn’t begin as early as some, but somewhere around the second week in
December, we would venture off into the with a colleague of my father’s to Renick’s Tree Farm
north of Butler for our tree.
That was the beginning of our preparation. Outdoor lights, removing boxes from the attic,
bringing the tree in from the cold, we eventually began to decorate our home.
Some of you know that I was the youngest in my family and so at a very early age, it would have
been me and my dad decorating the house while my mother was in the kitchen baking and
preparing for Christmas. I always loved this time of year because it was a time for my father and
I to simply talk. It could have been about anything, but what I remember most vividly was
talking about his childhood and everything that he remembered about decorating for Christmas.
He was an only child and so, decorating with his parents really began to take on new life as we
were in turn doing the same.
One of the last items to emerge from the attic in our yearly routine was the nativity set. This set
was the one that his mother had while he was growing up. When my parents got married, his
mother began to buy them the same set, one piece at a time. Yet upon her death in the 1960’s,
my dad was given this complete set.
My father would assemble the stable. He would then delicately and deliberately take each piece
out of the box and place it in the stable. Unwrapping each piece with care, looking at them and
placing them in proper order, the nativity slowly came to life. As a young boy, I would simply
watch, but slowly my father gave me more responsibility in the unwrapping, but the actual
placement was always done by my father. He had a way about it, a vision for what it was to look
like. The cow went here, the donkey over here. One by one, the pieces of the story emerged and
the story began to unfold in our sight.
Looking back at those moments, what strikes me is the intentionality, the care, and the love that
my father showed as he put together our nativity scene.
Fast forward a few years, and my parents had long since moved away from our childhood home
and they had moved to St. Barnabas. They were in their own apartment that first year and for
Christmas, I went up in my attic to retrieve a box that i know my parents would want.
When I arrived at the apartment that day, I told them that I brought the nativity set and we should
set it up. My father was not as sure footed and sleight of hand as he once was so he asked if I
would do it for him.

So I did. Unwrapping with equal care and intentionality as my father had done so many time
before. When I was completed, I asked him if everything was in order. His only response, “I
think it looks great.”
This nativity scene is a simple yet powerful reminder and a way of teaching us the true meaning
of Christmas. Everything tonight is in order as it should be. We are all here together, there are
candles in our hands, the carols are being sung, the stage is set, the nativity is before us.
The census has been taken and Joseph and Mary have traveled all the way from their home to
Bethlehem in Judea, the City of David. Mary was with him and we know that they are to be
married because they were expecting a child. We know that the angles have already declared it
to Mary and Joseph, still a little in shock about what they heard, they were there in Bethlehem.
While they were there, we are told that they gave birth to their first born son.
All of this - everything that took place was intentional. For God saw a need and a need for our
lives to be restored. For all the years that the prophets spoke about our lives of drawing further
and further away from God - he began to put together a way for our lives to be put in order. For
everything that we have done, for all that we may ever do - God chose to find a way to come to
us in the city of Bethlehem.
(Many of us have scenes just like these in our homes, but it wasn’t until 12/23 when St. Francis
first introduced the image of a nativity. He asked and was given permission from the Pope at the
time to create a simple way of expressing the true meaning of Christmas in many of the images
that we know today. The Ox and the Ass were the first of those images that remain today. )
It is a story of minimal detail, but lasting impact. There is care in the telling of the story and the
placement of all of the characters. It is a simple story about the needs of the world and the birth
of Jesus - God with us. Emmanuel.
Christmas Eve is often one of the most attended worship services of the entire year, and I think I
know why. I think it’s to be reminded of something simple. The world in all of its splendor
isn’t all that we want it to be, and there are great needs in each and every one of our lives. Each
of us has a deep need within us to know that we are cared for and loved and valued, and above
all else that regardless of what brought us here tonight, we matter. We are loved. The one who
holds the stars, knows our heart. The one who knows our hearts, knows the needs of all of us, he
knows heaven and earth and embraces all of us in his care.
In the midst of all that the world was some 2000 years ago, God broke in, burst forth, and was
born in human form, in human likeness. While Mary and Joseph were there, the time came for
the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her first born, a son. She wrapped him in bands of
cloth and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.
I am always amazed at the wonders of God’s love that is told in such a simple story. I love it
when it is told by our children, I even love it when it is told in new and creative ways like the

Lego story. It’s a story that reminds us that in spite of the chaos of the world and the things that
transpire around us - all will be well. God promises us that.
Mary and Joseph are in Bethlehem. Mary has a baby and she wraps him in bands of cloth.
Isn’t it amazing that with everything that God had at his disposal, he chose to reveal himself
through a mother. God reveals himself to us, God with us, through the care of a mother who did
everything to care for that child.
Psalm 87 says, “Give me a sign of your goodness, so that my enemies might be put to shame.”
Who would have thought that the sign given to the shepherds would be a baby wrapped in
swaddling clothes and lying in a manger?
(Hey Kids!) How many of you have a blanket at home that you love. When things are not going
well, when you’re feeling sad - you hold onto that blanket and it makes you feel really good.
Did you know that when you were not feeling well when you were a baby, your mothers
wrapped you up in a blanket. Either after a bath or when you were crying - you were wrapped
up in a blanket.
That blanket makes you feel less anxious. It removes those startling reflexes that we get, and it
gives us comfort and allows us to not have to rely on other things to make us happy. A blanket
mimics touch, it’s soothing, it provides comfort and makes us feel more secure.
Whether it is a favorite blanket from your childhood or an afghan that is draped over your living
room furniture, I think all of us know the comfort that we receive when we are wrapped in that
blanket.
I love the carol that we sing, “How silently, how silently, the wondrous gift is given. So God
imparts to human hearts the blessings of his heaven. No ear may hear his coming, but in this
world of sin, where meek souls will receive him, still the dear Lord enters in.”
And Jesus is born, and wrapped in a blanket.
(Story of Cindy - thank you for the blanket of prayer that you wrapped me in throughout this
year. It was in that blanket that I was wrapped in love.)
On this Christmas night - God intentionally and faithfully saw the needs of the world. He sees
our needs even today. It is because of us that our heavenly Father put this nativity together. He
sent his son to enter the world as an infant. Helpless, hungry, and cold - God used the loving
embrace of a mother and simple bands of cloth to show us one simple thing. The one who is
born to be King, is wrapped in love so that others might come to know the love of the father.
In this night of giving, God gives us the greatest gift wrapped in love. God gave us the gift of
Jesus.
For unto us a child is born, to us a son is given.

