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Christmas Eve 2010

The Mercy of the Manger

I wonder how many times God spoke to Mary before she finally heard?   

When Gabriel announces, “Hail, O Favored One, the Lord is with you,” was this the first time he spoke to her, or merely the time she finally responded?

I bring this up because one of the ways I often realize something is important is when I hear it or experience it more than once.  It takes awhile for the significance to sink in.  You might pay attention to anything that continues to crop up in your life, you might be getting a message.  

In the past week or so I heard two stories about Christmas pageants, true stories, from two different people, in two utterly different settings, but the stories were basically the same.  Hearing the same basic story a second time I got my attention, I wondered if this wasn’t something I should think about more deeply, pay attention to. And so I did.

The first story was told by Bishop Shaw, about his godson who wanted to be in the church Christmas pageant.  This young boy loves bees, has a bee costume from Halloween that he continues to wear, and so he asked to be a bee in the pageant.  But the woman in charge of the pageant told his father no, he couldn’t.  There were no bees at the manger.  He could be a sheep, or a shepherd, or even a donkey, but not a bee.  Tom’s godson was furious, eventually bowing to pressure and going as a shepherd, but during the pageant he stood and simply glowered at the audience for the entire time.  As his father predicted, he was one angry shepherd.
The second story was about a pageant at St. James in Cambridge, many years ago, where another boy wanted to be a wolf; I don’t think because he wanted to chase or harass the sheep, but because he liked wolves.  The rector at that time, Sam Abbott, put his foot down.  “No wolves at the manger, no wolves in our pageant.”

Who knew casting was such an issue in pageants?  

Hearing basically the same story twice made me pay attention, to think about it in a way I hadn’t at first.  The first time I heard it, it was a cute story about a kid wanting to be a bee in the pageant, but after the second story I began to think about these adults and the way they were guarding their pageants.  Giving them the benefit of the doubt, I could imagine that they were motivated by a desire to tell the story, which is an important story, and to focus on the biblical message of Jesus’ humble birth.  God becoming human in a most vulnerable way, and not have anyone distracted by random, assorted animals appearing, out of place.
But what struck me was how this need of theirs sadly got in the way of God, both in the present, but also in the biblical story they were trying to protect.  

Jesus was born and placed in a manger because Mary and Joseph learned there was no room at the inn.  What is true is that there was room at the manger.  Our pageants show this: Magi come from the East, and shepherds from the fields, and their sheep.  Angels are there.  

This is a place where all are welcome.   God becomes human, Jesus is born, in a place where there is room for everyone.  Everyone and everything.

That’s the message of the manger.  

About twenty-five years ago, when my son Josh was four, maybe five, and the recruiting call went out for the pageant in the church he and I attended while I served as a chaplain at B.U., children his age were animals at the manger.  
I asked him if he wanted to be in the pageant, and explained what the pageant was.  He said he was interested, and I asked him what he wanted to be, explaining that he needed to be an animal at the manger.  He said he wanted to be a penguin.  (I only recently learned he said this because he knew I really liked penguins.)

This was fine with me, I didn’t try to talk him out of it.  I told the pageant director Josh wanted to be a penguin, and THAT person told me, “OK.”  And so that year, in the back row, behind the sheep and donkeys, and maybe a dog and a cat, stood a penguin.

That strange collection of animals demonstrated the truth of this event we gather to commemorate.  The manger, unlike the inn, is a place where there is room for everyone.

Those churches that said no to the bee and the wolf; they were acting like inns, not mangers.  
The people who said no were being faithful to the details of the story and betraying the astonishing love of God, who imagines that someday a wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the young goat, and the calf and the lion and the fattened calf together; and a little child shall lead them. 
Sadly, the church often forgets our calling, and we act like innkeepers—maintaining boundaries—keeping the “wrong” people out.  We forget the mercy of the manger.

This goes even deeper.  We can be like innkeepers ourselves, with a fierce rigidity and no mercy toward others, and so little mercy for ourselves.  We can be so judgmental, certainly of others, but often even more so of ourselves.

We gather this night to celebrate the birth of the one we know as God’s Messiah, the Christ, born in a humble place, where there was room for all.  All.  I pray that we remember that wide embrace as we leave here tonight, and pray that God helps us live out the mercy of the manger.  For the world, and for ourselves.

Amen.
