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Introduction

or some years now, one of the ways I have observed the Christmas
season is by writing. I began with poems, the occasional story, then
turned to essays. Over the last few years, I have been publishing these
on my blog. This year I decided to collect the material into a small book
and send it to my friends as a Christmas greeting. The idea occurred to me
as I listened to Christmas music composed by Jazz musician Alfred Burt
who, observing a tradition begun by his father, sent an original Christmas
carol each year to family and friends.
Solomon complained, “Of making many books there is no end, and much
study wearies the body” (Eccl. 12:12). He is right in this. But taken by
itself, Solomon’s statement is one-sided. Writing and reading can be a
chore, as every author, editor, publisher (and especially) reader knows. But
writing and reading can also be acts of worship. Believers have expressed
their devotion to God by the writing and making of books as long as the
technology to do so has existed.
Of course, the technology for making books has changed, and perhaps
not for the better. At one time, we considered a book’s production to be as
much of a craft as its writing. The materials used for the cover, the quality
of paper, and the design of the fonts weren’t merely practical decisions; they
were also aesthetic. The whole book was treated as a work of art.
My most memorable Christmas gift as a child was The World of Pooh, a
collection of the Winnie the Pooh stories by A. A. Milne, with illustrations
by E. H. Shepard. It was given to me by my mother. The stories charmed
me but so did the book itself. This volume was my first “real” book. It was
hard covered with a beautifully decorated jacket. On the inside cover, a
colored map of Pooh Corner marked the locations where the stories take
place. The pages were thick and somehow carried a faint scent of licorice.
I loved the feel of the book almost as much as its content. I have it to this
day, though it is now stained and tattered.
I suppose some might say that what I present to you here isn’t really a book
at all but only the ghost of a book. It is the electronic representation of a
book, without pages, binding, or cover. I admit it. My only defense is to say
that if I had the skill, I would have preferred to send a “real” book made
by my own hand. Still, as people often observe during the holiday season,
“it’s the thought that counts.” These thoughts, at least, I am able to send.
Besides, the electronic format allows me to complement those thoughts
1

with images. The images are not of my crafting but are the work of others,
which I suppose is another weakness to some. But then, as is often the case
with homemade gifts, I am sure you will find many imperfections here. I
hope that you will overlook them.
I also hope that what I have written will convey the excitement I feel every
year when my thoughts turn once again to the miracle that took place at
Bethlehem.
“Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!” 2 Corinthians 9:15
John Koessler
December, 2021
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A
Better
Story

3

O

nce upon a time there was a young girl who lived in a small
village. She was poor but virtuous. One day, shortly before her
marriage was to take place, she was startled by an unexpected
visitor. “Do not be afraid,” the visitor said. “I have good news for you. You
are going to have a child. He will be a great king.”

Sound familiar? This could be the beginning of any number of stories. But
it is the beginning of one particular story. None of the Gospels opens by
saying, “Once upon a time.” Yet when we read them, we get the feeling
that they might have. The mysteries and wonders they describe are the sort
one reads about in fairy tales. A peasant girl gives birth to a miraculous
child. A star appears in the heavens and announces his birth. Magi travel
from a distant land to pay homage to him. The hero descends to the realm
of the dead and returns.
This is the stuff of myth and fantasy, except the Bible does not call it by
either of those names. The Bible does not even call it a story. Not really.
According to the Scriptures it is
truth. It is “good news.” The Gospels
do not spin tales, they bear witness.
Yet the Gospels’ embodied and
historical nature does not negate the
mythical quality of the real events
they describe. The historical events
the Gospel’s describe go beyond
myth. “The heart of Christianity is a
myth which is also a fact” C. S. Lewis
explains. “The Old Myth of the dying
God, without ceasing to be myth, comes down from the heaven of legend
and imagination to the earth of history.” 1 By this, he did not mean that
these events did not actually take place. But that the historical facts of
Christ’s birth, life, death, and resurrection also reflect many of the great
themes of myth and poetry.
Lewis calls this a marriage of heaven and earth, “claiming not only our
love and our obedience, but also our wonder and delight, addressed to
the savage, the child, and the poet in each one of us no less than to the
moralist, the scholar, and the philosopher.”2 In the fantastic but true
account of Christ’s birth we meet the Word who became flesh and dwelt
among us ( John 1:14).
The tale of a god who comes to earth disguised in human form is one of
the oldest storylines in history. It speaks to the ancient heart of the human
race. The particular wonder of the Christian story is that it is no disguise.
4

This God actually becomes flesh and dwells among us. It is also no myth.
As a child, one of my favorite books was a collection of Greek myths. I
checked it out of the library again and again and read it from cover to
cover. To this day, when I stumble across a copy of it in the bookstore, I
can’t help thumbing through it. I was captivated by the colorful pictures
but even more by its stories of gods who acted like men. They loved and
fought, were jealous and plotted against one another. The humanness of
these ancient gods appealed to me, perhaps because I recognized myself in
them.
Years later, when I began to study the Scriptures, I read of a God who
was very different from these ancient deities. “God is not a man, that he
should lie,” the Scriptures said (Num. 23:19). The Christian God–the God
of the Bible–is also the God whose Son’s birth was the death knell for the
gods of the ancient world. Scholars have long recognized that the growth
of Christianity made the all too human antics of the ancient gods such an
embarrassment that worship of them eventually became untenable.
In the Bible’s account of Christ’s nativity it almost seems as if one of the
ancient myths has come to life. The theme of the God who takes human
form and comes to earth was a common one in those ancient stories. But
those visitations differ significantly from the biblical account of Christ’s
birth. In those ancient tales the human form of the gods is really just a
mask. Like a celebrity who wishes to remain incognito, the gods of those
stories concealed themselves in order to pursue their own, usually selfish,
ends. They disguised themselves to seduce a human lover or get their petty
revenge on someone. In the Gospel story (which is also history), God
takes to Himself a human nature not to conceal His identiy but to reveal
Himself. The God of creation, who “spoke to our ancestors through the
prophets at many times and in various ways” has come to us in human
form in the person of His Son Jesus Christ (Heb. 1:1-2). He did this, not
only to communicate with us, but to redeem us.
A few years ago, I visited a church on Christmas Eve. It was the sort of
church one often sees these days: chairs where there used to be pews, a
worship band instead of a choir, skinny jeans rather than vestments, and
exposed ductwork in the place of vaulted ceilings and stained glass. In
other words, it was your garden-variety contemporary congregation.

Just before the message, the pastor invited all the children to come on
stage and listen to someone read from a picture book about a mouse who
discovers the true meaning of Christmas. I’m afraid that I can’t recall
the details about the storyline, only that it was unmemorable. Indeed, if
there was anything at all remarkable about the tale, it was the church’s
5

assumption that the Bible’s own account of Christ’s nativity did not
possess enough wonder to capture a child’s imagination. I find this hard to
understand.
It is a tragic twist of irony, not to mention a monumental folly that the
church has lost confidence in the power of its own story. Perhaps the reason
is that we have convinced ourselves that the old story is too familiar. Like
those who turn on the television only to find a rerun, we fear that it will
not hold our attention. We think we need a new story. What we fail to
recognize is that it is precisely the familiarity of this ancient storyline that
makes it so captivating. What we need is not a new story but renewed
confidence in the old story that has been entrusted to us.
To use the Bible’s language, what we need is faith. We live in a world that
is starved for wonder. Anyone who doubts this need only look at the other
stories which occupy our imagination. They are tales of super-beings and
superpowers, angels and demons. They depict a world where the dead come
back to life and evil is vanquished. Yet it is a world where God, if He exists
at all, is conspicuously absent. That is to say, we are immersed in stories that
reflect not only our dreams but also show us the symptoms of our disease.
It is time we put the picture books away and return instead to the original
story. It is the one that begins: “In the sixth month, God sent the angel
Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to
a man named Joseph.”
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Zechariah’s
Question

8

Z

echariah was an old man when the angel appeared to him.
His priestly career was mostly behind him as was the hope of
fatherhood. In fact, Zechariah was long past hoping. He was trying
to understand the reasons why. He and his wife Elizabeth had tried to
have children for many years. They had prayed too. Of course, they had
prayed. Zechariah was a priest and Elizabeth a descendant of Aaron!
They had been faithful to God for many years. Yet in all that time God
had withheld this small blessing from them.
By now you would think that this ambition would have burned low, along
with the desire that accompanies it. Yet when the day came for Zechariah
to enter the holy place to pray and offer incense, it occupied his mind.
After all those years of faithful service, had it really been so much to ask?
Others had been granted this blessing, some many times over. Family
members, friends, and some who seemed far less devoted to God than
Zechariah and Elizabeth had been allowed to become parents.
Time and again he and Elizabeth had been called to celebrate the birth
of someone else’s child. Elizabeth wept secret tears over the pitying looks
she received from the other women. Zechariah tried to comfort her in his
clumsy way and urged her not to give up. Now it was too late. They both
knew it. Elizabeth was barren. He was old. They were both too far gone in
years to hope for children any longer.
Was the old priest brooding? Perhaps, a little. But it was short lived.
He was interrupted with a start when out of the corner of his eye he
noticed a figure in the shadows standing next to the altar of incense. The
flickering light from the seven branches of the lampstand made the man
seem to dance. Zechariah gasped involuntarily and the hair on the back
of his neck stood on end. His first thought was that there must have
been some confusion. Perhaps another priest had mistakenly thought
that the lot had fallen to him to perform this duty. Maybe the error been
Zechariah’s.
Zechariah realized that the figure standing by the altar was gazing
intently at him. The priest was about to demand an explanation when
the stranger spoke. His tone was reassuring and his face bore the hint of
a smile. “Don’t be afraid Zechariah, he said. “Your prayer has been heard.
Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name
John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because
of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to
take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy
Spirit even from birth.” Zechariah recognized these rules. They were the
laws associated with a Nazarite vow. If the stranger was speaking the
9

truth, not only would he and Elizabeth have a son, but their son would
be devoted to the Lord from birth. He would be like Samson or Samuel.
“He will bring many of the people of Israel back to the Lord their God,”
the stranger went on. “And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit
and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and
the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people
prepared for the Lord.”
A thrill of happiness swept over Zechariah, like a wave that breaks upon
the shore. It dissipated just as quickly. This was too good to be true.
Perhaps someone was playing a practical joke. But it couldn’t be. No priest
or Israelite would dare to trespass here. It was too dangerous. He had
heard stories of this kind of thing all his life. Visitations by strangers with
promises that came from God. It was the sort of thing that happened to
people like Abraham and Sarah, Elkanah and Hannah. But that was in the
old stories. He could not imagine such a thing ever happening to him.
At last Zechariah found the courage to speak. “How can I be sure of
this?” he demanded. “I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.”
There was a note of helplessness in his voice. As if Zechariah was afraid to
believe what he heard. He and his Elizabeth had prayed so hard and had
waited so long. He did not think they could bear to be disappointed again.
As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Zechariah regretted them.
He saw the speaker’s expression change in the lamplight. His eyebrows
rose in surprise and the timbre of his voice changed from reassurance to
indignation. “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been
sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news” he declared. The angel
had not actually raised his voice. Yet his words struck Zechariah like the
blast of a trumpet. If terror had not kept him frozen in place, he would
have fallen on his face and covered his ears.“Now you will be silent and not
able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my
words, which will come true at their proper time!” the angel declared.
And then suddenly he was gone. The light seemed to flicker the way a
candle does when it gutters. Or the way the sparks rise when incense
touches the coals on the altar. There was a hint of fragrance in the air. Not
the usual smell of incense but something else. A fragrance that Zechariah
could not identify. It made him dizzy. The old priest stood there for several
minutes breathing heavily. The ancient silence of the place gathered around
and he tried to collect his thoughts. At last, he made his way out of the
Holy Place, stumbling like a blind man. Meanwhile outside in the temple
court, there was a growing sound like waves that have been troubled by the
wind when a storm is rising. It was the sound of murmuring coming from
those who waited for Zechariah to finish his duties. They were nervous.
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This delay was not a good sign. Some wondered whether Zechariah had
died. Perhaps he had collapsed from old age or maybe he had been
smitten by God. After all, such things had happened before. Hadn’t
Aaron’s own sons been struck down when they offered strange fire
before the Lord? The waiting multitude cried out in relief when
Zechariah finally came into view. But something had happened. That
much was clear from the expression on his face.

They began to pepper him with questions. Zechariah raised his arms
like someone pronouncing a benediction in a vain attempt to ward off the
crowd that swarmed around him. By now he was fully possessed by the
joy of what the angel had said. He grinned like a fool. He reeled like a
drunken man. He opened his mouth to shout the good news but of course,
he could not utter a word. Zechariah began to heave with silent laughter,
as tears streamed down his face. He gesticulated wildly with his hands in
an attempt to communicate by signs. “He has had some kind of vision,”
someone said at last. And Zechariah nodded emphatically.
Zechariah finished out the course of his service and returned home to
his wife Elizabeth. The two of them began to count the days until the
promised child’s birth. “The Lord has done this for me,” Elizabeth said to
those who expressed their amazement. “He looked on me to remove my
shame.”
In this way, it came to pass that Zechariah and Elizabeth were drawn into
the ancient stories they had known all their lives and so became a tale
themselves. Like the answering line of some advent carol, their joys and
sorrows were joined to those who had come before, just as their promised
child would set the stage for everything that would come afterward. When
Elizabeth’s time was complete, she gave birth to a son. Zechariah wept.
Elizabeth laughed. They named him John, just as the angel had predicted.
And this was only the beginning of signs.
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The Impossible
Possible
Unable Does Not
Mean Impossible.

12

W

hen we pray, most of our prayers are concerned with the future.
We ask God to do something for us. Or we want Him to protect
us from what might happen. But not always. Sometimes we
catch ourselves in prayer the way the angel came upon Zechariah in the
temple of the Lord, brooding about the past. The old priest and his wife
had waited so long to have children that they must have felt like Abraham
and Sarah, “as good as dead” where childbearing was concerned (Heb.
11:12).
Despite his unbelief, or maybe because of it, there is something that is
almost endearing about Zechariah’s reaction to the angel’s news that he
and his wife Elizabeth would have a son. “How can I be sure of this?” he
asked. “I am an old man and my wife is well along in years” (Luke 1:18).
It is the question I would have asked if I were in his place, and more often
than not it is the question that I do ask when I pray. I know it is wrong,
but I cannot help feeling that Gabriel’s outrage is just a touch surly. After
so many years of disappointing effort and unanswered prayer, how could
Zechariah ask anything else?
Then a few months later, the angel appears to Mary in Galilee to tell her
that she will conceive and give birth to a son, and her response sounds so
similar to us that we cannot help wondering why Gabriel’s reply is so much
softer to her. Mary asks how such a thing can come to pass (Luke 1:34).
Zechariah’s implied “how” really amounted to an “if.” The question posed
by Zechariah arises from doubt. Mary’s question springs from wonder.

Mary asks for an explanation, but Zechariah demands proof. His
question not only betrayed his uncertainty about the word of promise
the angel brought but it challenged the veracity of God Himself (Luke
1:19). Zechariah eventually comes to believe, but Mary begins with faith.
For this reason, Elizabeth will call her “she who believed” (Luke 1:45).
Mary’s faith is even more impressive because the promise upon which it
rests is without parallel in human experience. Both promises lay within the
realm of the impossible. But there was at least some precedent for the one
made to Zechariah. Rebekkah and Rachel had been barren, and Abraham
and Sarah had been old. A heavenly messenger had appeared to Manoah’s
wife to announce the birth of Samson, and Hannah had given birth to
Samuel after her anguished prayer at Shiloh.
As soon as the angel appeared in the temple, Zechariah should have
recognized the storyline of his own life.But this is often the way of things
in our lives. We do not recognize ourselves in the Bible. Or, if we do, we
inevitably identify with the wrong people. We are rarely the heroes of
13

our own stories but usually turn out to be the ones who need reproof.
Zechariah stands in a long line of those from whom God demanded more
faith than they could supply.
In an essay on human inability and the demand of faith, theologian B. B.
Warfield observes that the doctrine of inability does not affirm that we
cannot believe. What it asserts is that we cannot do so in our own strength.
“It affirms only that there is no natural strength within us by which we
may attain to belief,” Warfield explains. “But this is far from asserting that
on making the effort we shall find it impossible to believe.”3
How do we reconcile the seeming conflict between inability and
possibility? Warfield explains that it is God who must bridge the gap. This
is the difference between Mary’s question and Zechariah’s. Mary asks her
question as one who believes that God can do what He has said but would
like to know how He will carry it out. Zechariah’s position is that of one
who is unsure that what he has been told will come to pass. Faith does not
change our circumstances, nor does it show that we were able all along to
do what we once thought was impossible. Faith says nothing about us but
everything about God. “So God commands what he wills and gives while
he commands,” Warfield explains.4 Or as Jesus assured the disciples when
they wondered how anyone could be saved, “With man this is impossible,
but with God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26). It is God who makes
salvation a possible impossibility.
The essence of faith is a conviction that God will do for us what we
cannot do for ourselves. This is a conviction, not only about God’s power
but about His disposition. It is just here that we can understand the true
nature of Zechariah’s failure and perhaps divest ourselves of some of the
sympathy we feel for his question. Zechariah questioned God’s willingness
even though it was God who sent the angel in the first place. It was God
who made the promise. The promise itself is stated in a way that locates
Zechariah squarely on the landscape of God’s redemption narrative.

The stipulation that the child “is never to take wine or other fermented
drink” is an echo from the Samson story (Luke 1:15; Judges 13:2–5; cf.
Num. 6:2–4). If that weren’t enough, the angel Gabriel also identified
that the child was the promised forerunner of Malachi 4:5–6. As a
bonus, he even hinted at the answer to the question of how such a birth
could be possible. It was through the power of the Holy Spirit. “He
will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is born,” the angel
declared. It is tempting to excuse ourselves at this point by observing
that we are not part of Zechariah’s story. There are no great prophecies
made about us, and many, if not most of our requests, involve matters
14

where we legitimately feel some uncertainty about the outcome.
Even Jesus prayed using the vocabulary of possibility in the garden,
making it clear that the distance between what might take place and
what will happen when we pray can only be measured by God’s will
(Luke 22:42). God’s will really is the condition to getting the answers
we seek (1 John 5:14–15). But Zechariah’s question went beyond
legitimate deference to the will of God. Instead of saying, “not my
will,” Zechariah’s essentially asked, “what guarantee will you give me
that what you have said is true?”
Mary’s “how” was vastly different. Unlike Zechariah, who employed
the language of doubt, she spoke the language of certainty. She did not
ask how such things were possible (cf. John 3:9). Instead, she asked
for information about how they would occur, a request that the angel
willingly honored since it was part of the good news he had been
commissioned to declare (Luke 1:35–37).
Mary’s response to the angel’s explanation was also radically different
from Zechariah’s. “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May
your word to me be fulfilled” (Luke 1:38). We should not mistake
the optative “may” in this reply for reservation or uncertainty, as if
Mary were saying, “I hope you are right.” Hers is the language of
submission and agreement, and her reply truly means, “Let it be so.”
Zechariah’s audience with the angel, on the other hand, concluded
in silence. Admittedly, it is a silence enforced upon Zechariah by the
angel himself (Luke 1:19–20). No doubt, this will seem hard to some,
a case of angelic bullying. But if it is a punishment of sorts, at least it
is a punishment that fits the crime. The angel leaves Zechariah with
a temporary affliction that mirrors his spiritual condition. Doubt has
nothing to say about such promises. At least, it has nothing to say of
value. All doubt can offer are sputtering objections. Let Zechariah be
silent, then, and watch as things unfold just as the angel predicted.
Yet in a marvelous twist of grace, Zechariah’s punishment ultimately
becomes a sign that foreshadows all that is about to come, just as the
child is to set the stage for a greater One who is to come after him
(Luke 3:16). In this way, Zechariah’s doubt is turned on its head so
that the old priest becomes the answer to his own foolish question.
How will he know that the angel’s impossible promise is possible? He
will be unable to speak until the child is born. He will go home to his
wife Elizabeth, and she will become pregnant. On the day the child
is circumcised, Zechariah will again find his voice and name the child
John. Just as the angel said.
15
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‘Tis the Season
of Selective
Attention

17

A

ccording to some Christian traditions, Advent is the season of
beginnings, at least as far as the church calendar goes. The church
year starts here with its rolling cycle of readings, days, fasts and
feasts. Most of us approach the church calendar the same way we do
our cable service. We sample a little here and there but rarely utilize the
whole package. We dabble a little in fasting during lent, mixing it with
an occasional foot washing service. Then we break our fast on Easter
with ham and candy. Perhaps a handful of us will tip our hat to the Holy
Spirit on Pentecost Sunday and pretty much everyone makes a big fuss at
Christmas. But beyond this, we don’t pay much attention to the church
calendar during the rest of the year.
I am not criticizing. How could I, without condemning myself ? And
does not the apostle say that we mustn’t let anyone judge us because of
our non-observance of religious festivals (Col.2:16)? The New Testament
church does not seem to have observed advent or even Christmas. As far as
Scripture is concerned, observance is not required.
I do wonder, though, what we are missing with this kind of selective
attention. I suspect that by approaching these days and times the way we
might a buffet, picking out one or two which appeal to us and ignoring
the rest, we lose the theological framework which surround the few that
we do observe. There is an intentional rhythm in the church’s calendar
that is both narrative and theological. Selective observance interrupts the
storyline and wrests these practices from their theological intent. The result
is either a one-sided emphasis or a calendar which only dresses up pagan
values in Sunday clothes and takes them to church. Of course, some would
argue that the traditional church calendar already does this. They claim
that Christmas is just the Roman feast of Saturnalia which the church
repurposed for its own use. They might also argue that even those who do
come from traditions which mark the church calendar don’t understand
the theological context of its observances any better than those who pick
and choose their practices or those who ignore them altogether.
There may be some validity to both criticisms. As a holiday (not a holy
day), Christmas has always had a tremendous power to assimilate other
non-Christian traditions. Our popular observance is more of
an amalgamation of customs with roots that stretch far beyond the
Christian story, and some which do indeed find their origin in paganism.
According to C. S. Lewis, three things go by the name of Christmas. One
is a religious holiday. Another is a popular holiday which has complex
historical connections to the religious holiday but is primarily an occasion
for merry-making and hospitality. The third is only an occasion for making
money or as Lewis puts it a “commercial racket.”5 As for the criticism that
18

those who observe the church calendar do so without consciously
considering its theological meaning, I think Lewis might say that the
calendar works best when we do not think about it. He makes this very
point when writing about liturgy in general. “Every service is a structure
of acts and words through which we receive a sacrament, or repent, or
supplicate, or adore” Lewis explains. “And it enables us to do these things
best–if you like, ‘works’ best–when, through long familiarity, we do not
have to think about it.”6
However, somewhere along the way, somebody has to explain the
significance of what we are doing. Otherwise, our practice not only
becomes rote but ends up being detached from the very meaning that set it
in motion in the first place. It is like the church I once visited that always
kept a red light burning above the altar during the service but could not
remember why they felt it was important to do so. The meaning isn’t just
off the radar for the participant, it no longer exists. Not only is the church’s
observance both mechanical and empty, other less worthy meanings can be
attached to the practice.
Should the church observe Advent? I think Paul’s directive in Colossians
2:16 demands that we leave it to the individual’s conscience. Yet whatever
we do, we must do with understanding, if the aim is to honor Christ and
benefit the church. The fact that some practice is ancient or lovely and will
add spice to the holiday season or the worship service is not good enough.
Our observance must connect us to the story of our redemption. It must
point us to the foundational truths that we believe. It must, as Lewis
observes, provide us with an opportunity to receive, repent, supplicate, or
adore.

19

There’s
Something
About Mary

20

W

hen I was a boy I thought I heard angels sing. I was in my
bedroom at the time and the sound seemed to come from a
distance. I was perplexed by what I heard. When I opened the
bedroom window the music grew louder. I thought I could see a heavenly
glow beyond the rooftop of the house next door. The fact that Christmas
was approaching was the clincher for me. It had to be a heavenly choir of
angels jubilating over the birth of the Christ child. There could be no other
explanation.
Actually, it turns out that there was a more mundane explanation for
the phenomenon. Someone was selling Christmas trees over on the next
block. They had strung the lot with colored lights. The music I heard
was only a phonograph connected to a loudspeaker. So much for my
heavenly visitation. But I have often thought back on that brief moment of
transcendence when I was certain I heard the angels sing on high.
When Gabriel appeared to Mary, there was no burst of song but a
herald’s announcement. “Greetings, you who are highly favored!” the angel
said. “The Lord is with you” (Luke 1:28). Artists have pictured this as a
transcendent moment for Mary but Luke paints it differently. Mary is not
moved to bliss by the angel’s words but to perplexity. She was troubled by
what she heard. Perhaps she heard in them an echo of the angel’s greeting
to Gideon as he threshed grain in a cistern and brooded about Israel’s
defeat. In the Bible this sort of promise always seems to be the precursor
to an especially difficult assignment.
Or perhaps it was the ascription of God’s special favor that surprised Mary.
It is true that Mary was from a royal line. But beyond that, there does not
seem to have been much else about her life that made it singularly blessed.
She was just a young girl betrothed to the local carpenter. Neither of them
was rich. They do not seem to have had any grandiose plans for themselves.
Until now there was no reason to believe that that their life together would
be any different from any other couple in their village.
The details the angel provides reveal the singular favor that will be
bestowed upon Mary. “You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you
are to call him Jesus,” the angel commanded. “He will be great and will be
called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne
of his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his
kingdom will never end.” (Luke 2:30-33).
Yet instead of reassurance, the angel’s promise only served to trouble Mary
further. “How will this be,” Mary replied, “since I am a virgin?” She was of
childbearing age. She was already engaged. How did she think it would
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happen? Mary’s question makes sense only if we understand the angel to
be saying that this conception will be unusual. No man will father this
child. “The Holy Spirit will come upon you,and the power of the Most
High will overshadow you” the angel promised. “So the holy one to be
born will be called the Son of God.”
Still, among all the remarkable words exchanged in this encounter, the
most astonishing were those of Mary herself.“I am the Lord’s servant,”
she replied after she had heard all these things. “May it be to me as you
have said.” Did Mary know what she was agreeing to do? She knew at
least this much: she would become pregnant before she was married
and the only explanation she could give for this was that God was the
baby’s father. She could not have concocted a more unlikely explanation
if she had tried. If Mary was anxious about Joseph’s reaction, she gave no
indication of it. After all, why should she be anxious? She knew what
kind of man Joseph was. Scripture reveals that he was a man of faith,
quick to do what he knew to be God’s will.
One dimension of the favor spoken of by the angel when he appeared to
Mary was her distinctive role in the drama of redemption. Long before
she was born, the judgment declared to Satan in the Garden of Eden
foreshadowed Mary’s entrance into the story: “And I will put enmity
between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he
will crush your head, and you will strike his heel” (Gen. 3:15). Mary is the
virgin spoken of in Isaiah 7:14 (cf. Matt. 1:23).
Her place in the Nativity story is so crucial that it has led some to claim
that there would be no Jesus without Mary. Although well-meaning,
such rhetoric is, at best, unfortunate. Mary was not necessary to Jesus’
existence. Long before Mary was born or the world created, Jesus already
was. According to John 1:1, He was “with God” and He “was God.”
Mary’s distinctive role lay in the fact that she was the vessel through
whom our Lord took to Himself a human nature. As the second-century
church leader Ignatius of Antioch put it in his letter to the church of
Smyrna, Jesus is “truly of the family of David with respect to his human
descent” and also “Son of God with respect to the divine will and power”
(Smyr. 1:1).7 Or, as he wrote in his letter to the Ephesians, there is a sense
in which it can be said that Jesus is both “from Mary” and “from God”
(Eph. 7:2).8
Yet as important as Mary is to the Christmas story, her presence on the
biblical stage is strangely brief. After the nativity account, she reappears
only a few times. On one occasion, when Jesus was twelve years old, she
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chastened Jesus for disappearing during a family visit to Jerusalem. After
a three-day search, Mary and Joseph found Him in the temple courts
listening to the teachers and asking them questions. Luke 2:48 describes
the reaction: “When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His
mother said to him, ‘Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father
and I have been anxiously searching for you.’” Eighteen years later, we find
Mary at the wedding in Cana, urging Jesus to do something when the
host runs out of wine ( John 2:3). Then again, after Jesus begins his public
ministry, she shows up outside the house, where a crowd has gathered to
hear Him teach. Mary is seemingly rebuffed both times ( John 2:4; Mark
3:34–35; cf. Matt. 12:46–50).
The next time we see her, Mary is standing at the foot of the cross near the
beloved disciple John. According to John 19:26–27: “When Jesus saw his
mother there, and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to
her, ‘Woman, here is your son,’ and to the disciple, ‘Here is your mother.’
From that time on, this disciple took her into his home.”
After this, Mary more or less disappears from view. She has a brief
cameo at the beginning of the book of Acts, which merely says that she
was present on the day of Pentecost (Acts 1:4). She does not seem to be
mentioned in the New Testament epistles at all unless she was “the chosen
lady” to whom John addressed his second epistle (2 John 1:1).
What, then, are we to think of Mary? As far as Nativity is concerned,
she has a starring role. But when it comes to the overall drama that plays
out in the four Gospels, she seems more like a bit player and foil. Yet,
despite the brevity of her appearances in these accounts, we are left with
a definite impression. First, we see that Mary was, first and foremost, a
mother. When Mary shows up, she behaves toward Jesus like any mother
would toward her son. Mary was a woman of deep faith. Her song of
praise in Luke 1:46–55, known as the Magnificat, is biblically literate,
theologically sophisticated, and poetically rich. What is more, this faith
was combined with great courage. She had to understand the social
implications of conceiving a child without a human father. Despite
this, she raises no objections about the cost to her reputation, how it
will affect her impending marriage to Joseph, or about the implications
it will have on their life together. Mary asks only how it will happen
(Luke 1:34).

These days Christmas music seems to like to portray Mary as fragile
and uncertain. In one song she asks God to “hold her together” and
wants to know if He wonders whether “a wiser one” should have taken
her place. Another song runs through a list of theological affirmations
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about the incarnation and asks, “Mary, did you know?” The answer to
the first question is no, and the answer to the second is yes. Mary was
probably young, but I do not think she was fragile. Her actions reveal
that she was brave, persistent, and obedient. Certainly, there is much
that Mary could not have known about what it would mean to give
birth to God’s son. The one thing Mary did know was that she was the
Lord’s servant.
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Mary Went
Down to
Bethlehem

Mary went
down to Bethlehem
bone weary and
riding on a donkey.
Great with Child,
she did not feel much
like the queen of anything.
While the constellations,
wheeling in their courses
like drunken sailors,
shown a little
above her.
Like her,
we are all of us
shuffling a long
road and
longing to hear
the morning stars
shout for joy.
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The Ghosts of
Christmas Past

A

while back, my next-door neighbor told me that the house down
the street is haunted. She used to own the place and claims she saw
the spirit who inhabits it more than once. She says that it is the
ghost of a little boy from the early 1900s, with bobbed hair and knickers,
who occasionally appears in the kitchen.
I’m not sure what to make of her claim, but I do believe that many of
us are haunted. Especially at this time of year. Not by literal ghosts but
by memories. Like Ebenezer Scrooge, who was visited by the Ghost of
Christmas Past, we are visited by the flickering memories of Christmases
that are now gone.
Scrooge’s visit was a kind of reality check, but ours is something else. Ours
is a reconstruction. We sort through the fragments of past experience scene
by scene, the way an archaeologist sifts through the debris of an ancient
civilization. Instead of bits of pottery, we handle shards of memory. Some
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are broken and fragmentary. These recollections are tinted by the soft glow
of nostalgia, a spice that is sweet as powdered sugar but can leave a bitter
aftertaste.
The recollection of others is more spectral in form. They are haunted in the
classic sense, as they contemplate the remains of things that have gone to
ruin. The memory of someone whose space is empty casts a shadow on the
table. A past offense or the recollection of some old horror embitters the
moment and gives the season a nightmare cast. When Scrooge asked the
Ghost of Christmas Past what business brought him to his bedside, the
Spirit’s answer was: “Your welfare!” But our ghosts seem to have a more
malevolent intent. They aim to disturb.
Those memories that trade in nostalgia want to make us jealous. They
show us shadows of things that never were and leave us longing for a
world we never knew. Those whose trade is fear want to bring us to despair.
They show us a world of sin but one without a savior. The pain they bring
to mind is real, but it is not the whole story. Hidden from those haunted
memories is the hand of God moving in the shadows.
We prefer our holiday season to be serene and magical. We are hoping for
a moment of transcendence. We deck the halls and trim the tree. We bake
and buy and then settle back to wait. But all too often, our experience is
the opposite. Instead of Christmas magic, we get the critical mother-inlaw who thinks their child could have done better. The kids like their toys
but only for a day or two. The dysfunction that has stalked the family for
the previous eleven months refuses to take a vacation. Somebody we love
gets sick. Another dies. Or we discover that the real spoiler is our own
heart, which leads us on as the day approaches, and then suddenly turns a
cold shoulder after it finally arrives.
Before you dismiss me as a curmudgeon (perhaps it is already too late),
let me say that I have been a devotee of Christmas for as long as I can
remember. Christmas has captivated me since childhood. I can feel its
approach as soon as the winds turn to chill in the fall. I start listening to
Christmas carols on November 1 and it is only with effort that I manage
to restrain myself from starting earlier. I smile every time I watch Scrooge’s
gleeful repentance on Christmas morning and weep when George Bailey
learns that no man is a failure who has friends. But I must tell you that
Christmas has let me down every time. By the time the 26th arrives,
I am done. The tree and all its decorations can go back to their place.
They seem awkward and out of place to me, as wizened and worn out as
Miss Havisham’s wedding dress. I won’t deny that there are moments of
transcendence during the holiday season: The peal of the trumpet during
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the resurrection sequence in Handel’s Messiah. The sight of wind driven
clouds flying across the moon at night. The constellation glitter of the
snow as it falls. But these, as C. S. Lewis has observed, are only momentary.
They disappear in a moment and cannot be manufactured. Play the same
song. Visit the same spot. Try to reproduce the circumstances exactly, and
it will not be the same. But this is, I think, what we are often trying to do
during the Christmas season. We are attempting to manufacture joy and
hold on to it, at least for a few days.
Unfortunately, the fallen world conspires against us. If it is not the
harsh croak of misfortune that bursts in and interrupts our revels, it is
misfortune’s plainer sister boredom. We go looking for the sublime only
to find the usual. The enchanted world we hoped to create for ourselves
proves to be a tangle of colored lights and a pasteboard tableau of the
three kings with a camel. The choir is singing off-key, but it really wouldn’t
matter if they weren’t, because we hate the song anyway.
Yet we may have more in common with the true Christmas experience
than we realize. After all, Jesus didn’t descend from heaven in a cloud
of glory. He came into the world by water and blood, as all infants do.
There were signs and wonders that marked His birth. But there was also
misunderstanding, jealousy, and terror. Joseph considered divorcing Mary.
Herod slew all the children of Bethlehem that were two years old or
younger. The Holy Family fled for their lives and relocated to Egypt for a
time. The version of these events that we see on our Christmas cards or in
our imagination is a sanitized one. There is no hard traveling, no fear, and
no violence. Our version is a kind of fairy tale, the sort we might read to
our children at night to lull them to sleep.
What I am trying to say is that the world Jesus entered was far more
like the world we know than the one we fantasize about, whether those
fantasies are good or bad. When the Apostle John describes Christ’s
entrance into the drama of redemption in Revelation 12, we see a very
different portrait. Admittedly, John’s narrative is oblique and far-reaching.
He speaks in visions and goes beyond the nativity stories of the Gospels.
Yet John’s wild images make clear what the Gospels’ more narrow and
literal depictions confirm. The world that the Son of God entered, when
He took human form and was born in Bethlehem, was not a tranquil one.
Jesus did not come into the soft bed of a manger lit by twinkling starlight
and serenaded by the lullaby of angels. He entered a world of blood and
tears. Jesus came to a habitation of dragons (Revelation 12:4). The angels
who announced His arrival were not plump cheeked cherubs or fragile
seraphs with gossamer wings. They were more like an armed troop who
announced the arrival of the Lord of Heaven with a shout of victory.
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There is nothing wrong with remembering the past. Remembrance is a
sacred discipline in the Christian faith. Jesus handed the disciples the
bread and the cup, and told them to eat and drink in remembrance of
Him. But I think we should approach our memories, especially at this
time of year, with a degree of skepticism. Enjoy the vision, but don’t try to
recreate it. Appreciate the memory the way you would a passing fragrance
and then let it dissolve into
mist the way all dreams do.
The same is true of those
memories that terrify us.
They appear suddenly, like
Lazarus from the tomb, still
wrapped in their graveclothes. But unlike Lazarus,
they continue to carry the
smell of the grave and the
clench of fear. They rear
up like a shadow cast upon the wall by a guttering candle and want us to
believe that they still have the power to threaten us. They are only ghosts
and echoes.
Despite our expectations, Jesus did not come into this world to create a
magical Christmas season. His sights were set on the cross. The ghosts
in Dickens’ tale came to help Scrooge understand his past, but Jesus
came to purchase our redemption. To do this, He not only entered into
our suffering; Jesus took our sin upon Himself. “When the set time had
fully come, God sent his Son,” Galatians 4:4–5, says, “born of a woman,
born under the law, to redeem those under the law, that we might receive
adoption to sonship.”
“Who is He in yonder stall, at whose feet the shepherds fall?” the old carol
asks. He is the Ancient of Days, the God of the Past. He is the God of
your past. This is the God who made the light and who seeks you out in
dark places. He is the God who knows your dreams and meets you in your
disappointments. But more than this, He is the God who saves. “’Tis the
Lord, O wondrous story! ’Tis the Lord, the King of glory!’ At His feet we
humbly fall, Crown Him, crown Him Lord of all!”9
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Bethlehem
Night
What makes this night
different from all others?
Our faces were lit before the fire,
as we repeated the old stories
and counted the constellations.
Or we sat
in the habit of silence
like someone long married.
Until the angel appeared
with its stab of glory
and we were sore afraid.
We heard his shouted greeting
at once so jocular and familiar
and yet so strange and unearthly.
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We heard, too,
the beating of many wings,
like the sound of many waters,
and the bleating of frightened sheep
who scattered in alarm.
But we could not
comfort them
because we were struck
dumb with wonder.
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The
Announcement
to the Shepherds
We were taken

follow the flock.

by surprise

So we just stood by

when the light broke.

in white light

Blinded and afraid

and trembled hearing

we cowered

the angel trumpet

and the poor

his good tidings.

sheep fled

And then we too,

into the hollow.

like scattering sheep,

“Do not be afraid”

fled into the hills

the angel said.

of Bethlehem.

But we could

Until we came to

not help it

the place where

and we could not

the Child lay.
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Christmas
Traveler
Of all the travelers in
the Christmas narrative,
none comes as far as Jesus.
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F

or many, Christmas is a time for traveling. The same was true of the
first Christmas. The Gospel narratives of Christ’s birth are crowded
with travelers. Zechariah, the priest, travels to Jerusalem to burn
incense before the Lord and is struck with dumb surprise when the angel
announces that he and his wife Elizabeth would have a son in their old
age. Mary travels too, heading for the hills to visit her relative, Elizabeth.
Then to Bethlehem with Joseph to give birth to the miracle child conceived by the Holy Spirit.
Shepherds hurry into the night, leaving their flock behind to find the babe
wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger. Magi travel from the east by
caravan to lay their gifts before the newborn king of the Jews, while Joseph
and Mary flee to Egypt to escape King Herod’s wrath. Everybody in the
Christmas story, it seems, is on the road.
Yet of all the travelers in the Christmas narrative, none comes as far as
Jesus. His is a journey that is measured not in miles but position. “Out of
the ivory palaces, into a world of woe,” an old hymn says. The opening of
John’s Gospel clarifies that the change was even more profound than the
hymn-writer imagines. “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling
among us,” John declares ( John 1:14). The word that the theologians use
to describe this miracle is incarnation. It is graphic description of what
took place at Christmas in the sense that it literally means to “enflesh.” At
the incarnation, Jesus Christ took on flesh by taking to Himself a human
nature. He became human without ceasing to be divine. If the theologians
express the literal sense of John’s theology with this term, the 17th-century
poet Richard Crashaw captures John’s lyrical warmth when he writes these
words:
“Welcome, all Wonders in one sight!
Eternity shut in a span.
Summer to winter, day in night,
Heaven in earth, and God in man.”10

The poet’s phrase “eternity shut in a span” measures the distance between
heaven’s throne and Bethlehem’s manger. There was both an addition and
a subtraction in the incarnation. The babe of Bethlehem was a real infant,
as helpless and dependent as any other. At that moment, the creator of all
things became both actor and the one acted upon. The eternal Word was
conceived by God, born of a virgin, and laid in a manger. The Son of God
became the child of Mary. By this act, Jesus laid aside something as well.
In Philippians 2:7 the apostle Paul says that Jesus, who was God by nature,
“made Himself nothing” at the incarnation. The Greek text says that Christ
“emptied” Himself. We should not see this as an abdication. Jesus did not
cease to be divine when He took on flesh and blood. Instead, this was
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more of a refusal. Jesus refused to cling to the rights and prerogatives that
belonged to Him because of His divinity. As one translation of Philippians
2:6 puts it, Jesus did not consider equality with God “something to be used
to his own advantage” (HCSB). When He was made in human likeness,
Jesus took up the nature of a servant. Paul’s language in these verses
is deliberate. Confinement to human form was more than a symbolic
statement for Jesus. True humanity was essential for the specific task that
Jesus came to perform. When Jesus was “found in appearance as a man, he
humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross!”
(Phil. 2:8). Jesus took on flesh so that He could die.
That death is the linchpin of the theology of the incarnation. Remove it,
and the story of Christ’s nativity becomes immeasurably reduced, as does
the rest of His life and ministry. Without His death on the cross, Jesus is
merely another wagging finger urging us to attempt what we cannot attain.
Such a Christ may be a moral example, but He is no savior. Likewise, the
resurrection of Jesus is a necessary complement to His obedience to the
point of death. Without the resurrection, Jesus is just another martyr in a
long line of martyrs, and the gospel is no longer the gospel.
The apostle does indeed set Jesus before us as an example when he tells
us to “have the same mindset as Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:5). But this is only
because he presents Jesus as our savior first, the one who died for our sins
and rose again for our justification. Those who do not recognize Christ as
their savior cannot do what Paul demands. Jesus is always a gift before He
is a model. Jesus had to be born to die. Without that death, there would
be no remedy for our sin. Jesus had to be raised from the dead to make us
alive to God. It is only by that resurrection that we can truly obey Christ.
This means that the manger, the cross, and the empty tomb are inseparable.
Remove one, and the rest must fall away as well. It also means that the
trajectory of our spiritual journey mirrors that of Jesus Christ. We move
from physical birth to the cross, from the cross to the empty tomb and
then to glory. Only those who have been united with Christ in His death
and resurrection can follow Christ’s descent into humility. We will be
raised to new life because Christ was raised first. Yet even now we receive
the benefit of this life. Those who have been united with Christ in His
death and resurrection “live a new life” (Rom. 6:4). Our hope rests on the
the incarnation. The incarnation made it possible for Jesus to act as our
representative: “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in
him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21).
It is common to hear people talk about the “magic” of Christmas. Those
who speak this way are usually just talking about ambiance. Christmas
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movies and television commercials imply that celebrating Christmas will
produce a transcendent experience. Broken relationships will suddenly
mend. Prodigals will come home. The broken-hearted find love at last, and
all the ills of the world will be mended, at least for one day. We are foolish
enough to believe this false vision, failing to recognize that what they are
really selling is an atmosphere, along with the products that create it. We
have mistaken the rhetoric of marketing for mystery. What is truly missing from our Christmas is not magic but memory. We do not need more
atmosphere but an understanding of the incarnation. We have forgotten
what the original story was all about. In many cases, we have removed the
original story altogether. We have tried to improve it by garnishing it with
tinsel and lights or have reduced the original narrative to such a degree
that all we have left is a string of sentimental images.
If we wish to know the wonder of Christmas, we will need to recapture
a vision of “eternity shut in a span.” To do that, we must go beyond the
manger. We need to travel the rest of the way with Jesus. From the manger to the cross to the tomb, and beyond. We will need to remember that
Jesus did not enter the fairy tale world of soft snow and gossamer-winged
angels that we sing about in carols and see on Christmas cards. He came
to a world of hard roads and even harsher realities. The path our Lord
traveled was not one that went from glory to glory. It was primarily, as Paul
reminds us, a path of downward mobility.
Jesus began His life as a fugitive and ended it as a political prisoner. Kings
and priests sought His death. His followers frequently misunderstood
Him and, in His last hours, finally abandoned Him. In other words, Jesus
came into our world, a broken one filled with disappointments. He came
like us, in flesh and blood, yet without sin. Jesus took on flesh, knowing
full well all that it would entail. Confinement to the limits of human
nature. Restraint in the exercise of His divine power. And ultimately, in the
Garden of Gethsemane, a refusal from His Heavenly Father to let Him
escape the cup of suffering. Jesus did not do these things out of necessity
but voluntarily. Nor did He do them to create a magical holiday season.
Jesus did them, as the old Creed declares, for us, and for our salvation.
Thanks be to God.
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THE JOURNEY
OF THE MAGI

he Magi are a mystery in the Christmas narrative. They appear
suddenly and soon disappear, like the star that drew them first
to Jerusalem and then to Bethlehem. They trouble Herod with a
question: “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw
his star when it rose and have come to worship him” (Matt. 2:2). Matthew
does not tell us their names or say how many made the journey. When
he describes their point of origin, it is only in general terms. His most
detailed description is the term Magi itself, which designated a wise man,
astrologer, or magician. What is evident is that the Magi were foreigners.
They were the kind of people the apostle Paul would later describe as
“excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the
promise, without hope and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12).
The Magi were indeed foreigners to the promise, but they were not
ignorant of it. The answer given by the priests and teachers of the law
to their question posed indicates that the Magi were not looking for
an ordinary royal birth. Based on the information the Magi supplied,
the religious leaders concluded that they were looking for the Messiah
(Matt. 2:5). The Magi stopped at Jerusalem first because they knew it was
Israel’s seat of power spiritually as well as politically. They came seeking
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information only to discover that they already knew more about what God
was doing than Israel’s king or its priests. The religious leaders, for their
part, seem to have been caught unawares by the news. When the Magi
showed up on their doorstep asking for information, the chief priests and
teachers of the law were able to pinpoint the location of His birth from
Scripture. But instead of taking the lead in locating the Messiah, they have
nothing more to say. At least for the time being.
Herod, on the other hand, was disturbed. He saw the new king as a
personal threat (Matt. 2:9). Herod was an insecure ruler famous for his
jealousy and cruelty. Although he urged the Magi to search carefully for
the child, promising to follow later and pay him homage, it was merely
a ploy (Matt. 2:9). Herod’s real intent was murder. But God thwarted
Herod’s plan by warning the Magi in a dream. He also sent an angel
to Joseph to tell him to flee to Egypt (Matt. 2:12–14). Jesus, Mary, and
Joseph escaped, but the sons of Bethlehem did not. When Herod realized
that the Magi had outwitted him, he ordered all the male children in
Bethlehem and its vicinity aged two and under to be killed (Matt. 2:16).
Matthew says that the Bethlehem massacre fulfilled the words of the
prophet Jeremiah: “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great
mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted,
because they are no more” (Matt. 2:18; cf. Jer. 31:15). This quote is proof
that God was not taken by surprise. He did not need a contingency plan
when Herod and the religious leaders refused to cooperate with His
agenda. Indeed, Jeremiah’s prophecy indicates that they were playing into
God’s hands even in their resistance.
Does this part of the story have a happy ending or not? It is hard for us
to tell. Herod’s bloody rage introduces a somber note into the Christmas
narrative, reminding us that not all is starlight and wonder. There is also
blood. Bethlehem’s massacre is evidence of the two kingdoms at work in
the narrative, just as they are in the world. One is a realm of light and life.
The other is a kingdom of darkness and death. However, the death of the
sons of Bethlehem was more than the aftershock of Herod’s jealous anger.
It foreshadowed a greater casualty that was yet to come. This child, the
object of Herod’s rage, escapes. But only for the moment. Before Jesus
has worked any miracle or spoken a word, the cross is already looming on
His horizon. A stanza in a popular Christmas carol, “We Three Kings of
Orient are,” alludes to this:
Myrrh is mine; its bitter perfume
breathes a life of gathering gloom;
sorrowing, sighing, bleeding, dying,
sealed in the stone-cold tomb.11
The battle that swirled around Jesus in infancy will follow Him into
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adulthood. The religious leaders who were silent when Herod attempted
to kill Jesus by slaying the children of Bethlehem will eventually speak up
and demand that Pontius Pilate finish the job. An angel will come to Jesus
in the Garden of Gethsemane, but not to deliver Him from death. This
man will be handed over to His enemies “by God’s deliberate plan and
foreknowledge,” and with the help of wicked men, those enemies will put
Him to death by nailing Him to a cross (Acts 2:23).
The good news, which is also the gospel, is that this is not how the story
ends. Peter tells the rest of the tale in his sermon on the day of Pentecost:
“But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death,
because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him” (Acts 2:24). It
is often said that Jesus was born to die, but this is not exactly right. Jesus
was born to die for us and then to live again.
It is true that Herod’s brutality introduces a discordant note into the
Christmas story, but it also provides us with a needed reality check. We
exhaust ourselves in our attempt to create the perfect atmosphere during
Christmas. We tell ourselves that we are only doing this to make the
holiday pleasant. But is it possible that we are instead trying to convince
ourselves that we can have a different kind of life? We want the fairy tale
life we have seen in holiday movies or the ideal life we think we should
have had. Why can’t our family be nicer and our friends friendlier? Is it too
much to ask that we might have the kind of life we have always dreamed
of for at least one day a year? We find our attempts to get into the season’s
spirit spoiled by the ruts and hollows that mar the landscape of our lives.
An empty chair at the table reminds us how death or illness has become
an uninvited guest in our home and unwelcome visitor at the feast. Simple
boredom creeps in.
The journey of redemption includes evil as well as good. This is not only
true of the stories we read in the Bible; it is true in our daily life. God is
not responsible for the evil, but the story of the Magi remind us that He
is not a hostage to it either. The Bible reveals that redemption is a drama
unfolding along two storylines. The first begins with Adam and descends
into disobedience and decay. The second storyline issues from God’s
promise in the garden that the woman’s offspring would crush the serpent’s
head (Gen. 3:15). These two intersect at the place where the Magi’s quest
finally comes to rest. After leaving Herod, the Magi were overjoyed to
discover that the star had reappeared. They followed it until they came to
the house where the child was. When they saw Jesus, they bowed down
and worshipped. The journey of the Magi ends where ours begins.
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A

The Real
Christmas Tree

ccording to Charles Dickens, after being visited by three spirits,
Ebenezer Scrooge was a changed man. Terrified by the specter
of his death, Scrooge made this solemn promise to the ghost of
Christmas yet to come: “I will honor Christmas, and try to keep it all the
year.” At the close of his tale, Dickens says that Ebenezer Scrooge “knew
how to keep Christmas well, if any man possessed the knowledge.”
For some reason, we never talk this way about Easter. When Christmas
comes around, we remind ourselves of the need to observe it all year like
old Scrooge. We celebrate the Christmas spirit, but we seem to know
nothing about the Spirit of Easter. Christmas is magical. But Easter is
just a memory and a somber one at that. Christmas, even though it comes
in winter, is all warmth and firelight. Easter arrives with spring, and like
spring comes with a different quality of light. It is colder somehow.
If you doubt this, look at how artists have depicted each event down
through the centuries. Their portraits of the nativity have a coziness
that Easter lacks. We are charmed by the sight of the mother and
babe, surrounded by animals and rough shepherds who bend their
knees in adoration. The artistic vision of Easter is more spare somehow.
Our observance of the two holidays also reflects the difference. Christmas
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announces its approach for weeks with colored lights, a mountain of gifts,
and endless parties. We are sad to see it go. Contrast this with Easter, who
arrives suddenly with a sheepish grin bearing only a ham and a few jellied
candies.
Christ’s true humanity was necessary to our salvation because Jesus came
not merely as a role model but primarily as a replacement. He came to die
on our behalf as the only sacrifice that God will accept for sin. As Paul
explains in 2 Corinthians 5:21: “God made him who had no sin to be sin
for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” But
Christ’s birth and death were not enough.
The nativity did indeed set the stage for Good Friday. Yet Good Friday
without Easter is as meaningless as Christmas without the cross. Paul
describes the blunt necessity for Christ’s resurrection this way in 1
Corinthians 15:17, “. . . if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile;
you are still in your sins.” The resurrection is proof of Christ’s divinity. It is
also evidence that God has accepted Christ’s payment on our behalf.
Still, the cross has a unique place in the church’s proclamation of the
gospel and the believer’s life. Indeed, we might say that the key to living
the Christian life is the secret of keeping the cross in view. Paul told the
Corinthians that he had not come to them with eloquence or human
wisdom as he proclaimed to them the testimony about God: “For I
resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and
him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2). Even though Paul’s gospel included the birth of
Christ and the resurrection, he labeled it “the message of the cross” (1 Cor.
1:18). More than this, Paul assigned the cross a critical role in enabling
believers to live the Christian life. He pointed to the cross as God’s
solution for the guilt of sin and its practice. “For we know that our old self
was crucified with him so that the body ruled by sin might be done away
with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has
died has been set free from sin,” he explains in Romans 6:6–7.
The cross is a historical event that exerts a kind of power in the believer’s
life. But the power of the cross does not work on its own. It is the Holy
Spirit who brings the cross to bear on our sin. We do not overcome the
pull of sin by relying on willpower but something far more potent. Those
who have “crucified the flesh with its passions and desires” also “live by
the Spirit” (Gal. 5:25). Through the cross and the Spirit’s enablement,
we find a permanent solution to the problem of sin. It begins with
forgiveness. The blood of Christ shed on the cross pays the penalty for all
our sins. The word that we sometimes use to describe this is atonement.
Atonement is a payment that satisfies God’s wrath, and the only price
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that God will accept for sin is the one He has made Himself. Christ
“has appeared once for all at the culmination of the ages to do away with
sin by the sacrifice of himself ” (Heb. 9:26). The result is a change in our
relationship with God and a change in our nature.
Instead of being God’s enemies, we become His friends and children.
As 1 Peter 3:18 says, Christ “suffered once for sins, the righteous for the
unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but
made alive in the Spirit.” We also become different people, or as Scripture
puts it, “a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 6:16). The Holy Spirit empowers
those who receive Christ’s righteousness, enabling them to put that
righteousness into practice. The word that we use to describe this aspect of
the Christian life is sanctification. It means to make holy.
How, then, do we keep Christmas in this sense? It starts with something
that the apostle Paul calls “reckoning” ourselves to be dead to sin but alive
to God (Rom. 6:11–12). This is an act of faith, where we take God at His
word and accept as true all that He has said about our relationship to
sin. Keeping the cross in view also calls for a response whenever we find
ourselves drawn by the desire of sin.
This response involves a conscious turning away from sin and a
corresponding turn to Christ. Instead of allowing sin to rule over us as
it once did, we offer every part of ourselves to God as an instrument of
righteousness (Rom. 6:13). Paul describes this as a kind of death. He tells
us to: “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature:
sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry”
(Col. 3:5). This is simply the act of saying no to ourselves and our impulses
where sin is concerned. It is an act that assumes that Christ’s death has
made a difference in us. We really can say no.
The Dickensian world of Scrooge appeals to us because it suggests that all
we need to deal with sin are good intentions and noble effort. This message
appeals to our human vanity and spiritual pride. But painful experience has
shown us otherwise. Such an approach only leads to the kind of seasonal
change that Dickens envisions in his tale. It is not deliverance from sin, but
at best, a brief holiday.
The cross promises something more. Here is the great difference
between Charles Dickens’ notion of “keeping Christmas” and the Bible’s
message of new life in Christ. For Dickens, Jesus Christ was primarily
a moral example. To “keep Christmas” was to remember His goodness
and try to imitate it. The forces at work in Ebenezer Scrooge’s fictional
transformation are mostly guilt and fear. But the change that comes
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through the gospel operates on a very different level. It is a real, not a
fictional change, that works through faith and hope instead of guilt and
fear.
Gospel transformation begins with faith in Christ’s death and resurrection
as the basis for our hope that we can live a different kind of life. Nowhere
in Scripture does Christ tell us to “keep Christmas.” He doesn’t tell us to
“keep Easter” either. What He does tell us to do is to remember the cross.
This is not something we only do on Good Friday. Nor is it limited to the
church’s celebration of the Lord’s Supper. We keep the cross in view every
time we say “yes” to God and “no” to sin.
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NIGHT FIRE
I tell you, it was
not like you think.
There were no delicate sounds
or dancing gossamer wings.
There was, instead,
the sorching fire
that raged at
the outskirts of the camp.
We were struck,
not with awe,
so much as terror.
So we crouched and
listened in the shivering,
like condemned men
whose time has finally come.
I confess,
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if it had been within our power
we would have
left the sheep
abandoned there to die.
They who were
destined to die anyway.
But we could only wait
and listen as
the angel pronounced
his sentence.
He spoke
of birth not death:
of the new birth
of a child
he said was
born for us.
A savior,
he said,
who was
both Christ and Lord.
Then,
as abruptly as
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he had come
he left
with a shout.
And we were left
to stumble
like drunken men
over hill and dell.
So, giddy with
joy and fear,
we hurried off
to Bethlehem.
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Old Simeon
Old Simeon
at the end of days,
waited at the temple,
his fading vision
fixed upon the future.
Listening intently,
he thought he heard
the sound
of an ancient promise
uttered long ago.
But when at last
it came true,
he missed the cry.
The sound somehow lost
in the milling crowd
and the bleating sheep.
In time
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the noise roused him,
like the tolling
of a distant bell.
And so it was,
the unmistakeable
cry of a baby blended
with the weeping
of a grieving mother.
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My
Dickensian
Christmas

I

t’s that time of year again when we garnish unreasonable expectations
with holly in the hope that they will become a reality. Christmas is that
magical season when we expect lifelong circumstances to change overnight and all our ancient animosities to disappear.
And why shouldn’t we? Why shouldn’t we believe that the uncle, who
for the past thirty years has arrived at every family function already three
sheets to the wind, would now suddenly show up sober and in his right
mind? Why not expect that sibling, who has shown a special capacity to
irritate ever since he or she left the womb, to reveal their winsome and
engaging side at last? It’s the magic of Christmas!
I enter every Christmas season with great expectations, hoping to be filled
with fezziwigian delight. The snow will fall but only discretely. Friends will
drop by. The kids will come home unexpectedly and surprise us. You and I
will smile and laugh when we run into each other on Main Street, our arms
loaded down with packages. My town will actually have a Main Street. My
parents will still be alive. Santa will exist. The usual thing.

Instead, like Scrooge, I am visited by three ghosts. The Ghost of Christmas
Past always arrives first to shed light on what has been. The memories flicker like an old home movie. All those hours we spent trying to make the
tree stand up straight. We used a bucket full of rocks we had gathered from
the backyard because my dad was too cheap to buy a treestand. The night I
got yelled at because I broke the picture window while trimming the tree.
The morning we awoke to find the tree toppled and my father passed out
on the living room floor next to it. My mother’s last year with us, the year
she was too sick to decorate the tree.
I am sure that not every Christmas I have celebrated was sad. But for some
reason, this ghost prefers to begin with the melancholy. By the time those
memories are finished, I’’m afraid I don’t have the heart to look at the rest.
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The Ghost of Christmas Present shows up without a green mantle or
glowing torch. Instead, he looks more like my computer screen. In the
glowing light, I can see scrolling images. Parents are frolicking in the snow
with their kids. Couples are gazing romantically at one another in the
moonlight. Somebody is eating an awesome burger in a cozy restaurant
with friends. Everyone in my feed is smiling, except for one or two who are
busily denouncing something. But even they manage to emanate a holiday
glow in the midst of their habitual outrage. Anyone who is spiritual is
more spiritual than me. The secular are having more fun. This ghost’s
message to me is clear: “Everybody is doing better than you.”
The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come appears in his usual garb. Dressed
in deep black which conceals his face and form, the spirit extends his bony
hand toward me in a jaunty wave. He might seem graver if he weren’t such
a regular visitor. This ghost doesn’t confine his visits to Christmas. He likes
to show up every night, just as I am trying to go to sleep. “You know, your
cancer might come back,” he says to me. “It’s been known to happen ten or
even fifteen years after surgery.”
His tone is helpful. As if this were some kind public service
announcement. Then in a more reflective mood, he speculates: “Have you
ever wondered about all the things that could be going wrong with your
body at this very moment that you don’t even know about? Why you could
die in your sleep!” I flash a look of exasperation in his direction. He just
shrugs. “What?” he says. “It happens.” This is how the conversation goes
every night.
I awaken early in the morning. Not to the sound of Christmas bells but to
the jingle of the dog’s tags. She wants to be let out. The spirits have done
it all in one night. But they’ll be back again this evening. After all, it’s not
Christmas yet. It’s just Thursday.
I must confenss that once Christmas has come and gone, I am happy
to see its back. Christmas is one of those guests who look better from a
distance than they do close up. The holiday is resplendent in its approach,
drawing near in garments that speak of transcendence. But upon closer
inspection they prove to be threadbare and garish. More gaudy than
gaudia.
Christmas is a high maintenance guest with an extravagant diet. It takes
over the whole house, declaiming like the duke and dauphin in The Royal
Nonesuch. Don’t get me wrong. There are moments of transcendence. But
they come at awkward moments during the holiday and in unexpected
situations. They are more likely to occur when Christmas drops its guard.
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They show up in the grace notes more often than they do in the melody
line. They are more liable to happen in the car than in church. The glory
manifests itself the silence of familiar companionship more than in buzzy
conversation and celebration.
I watch the holiday trundle off with all its packages and my anxiety
subsides. But I suppose I should not blame Christmas for the stress. The
fault is my own. I am the one who is distracted. The expectations are
mine. I am the one who thinks that one magical day can wipe away my
disappointments and reset the years. Now that it is past, I can lower my
expectations. Everything can go back to normal. At least for a while.
In a few days we will have another visitor. It is that insufferable brat
New Year Year’s Day, who will announce his arrival with fire crackers and
dissipation. But at least New Year’s Day is less demanding than Christmas
and departs more quickly. In a matter of hours I will have forgotten all
about it. And I begin counting the days until Christmas approaches once
again.
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A Pilgrim’s Prayer
in the New Year
We cast these
shopworn cares
upon you.
Not like stones
flung by hand
but heaved
like a burden borne
by pilgrims.
Wearied from the road,
we have cherished them
for many miles and long
to leave them behind.
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