Luke 1:39-56
39In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country,40where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth.41When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit42and exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.43And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me?44For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy.45And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.”46And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord,47and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,48for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;49for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name.50His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.51He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.52He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly;53he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty.54He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy,55according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.”56And Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to her home. 
A Promise that Changes Our World

When we take a moment to look upon the nativity scene in front of us, as many of us have for many Christmases over the years, it may be so familiar to us that we are no longer conscious of anything “special”. Perhaps you have a nativity scene at home, though it’s becoming less common as Christmas trees, stockings, and dancing Santas become the prevalent decorations. Shiny lights and brighter colors adorn our homes these days; there’s something perhaps too simple, too dull about the nativity scene in contrast to the Christmas trees and snowmen and reindeer and the elves and the presents. I dare say that the church around Christmas is among the few places we can find the nativity scene. The church is among the few places where the nativity scene remains front and center despite its lack of pizzazz. The stable has no Christmas lights hanging – no chimney and no stockings. Santa’s sleigh is not perched on the rooftop (click, click, click). There’s no Christmas tree set up in any of the stalls. Just shepherds, and wise men (they were not kings, despite what the song says), animals, a mother, a father, and a newborn infant.

And it is precisely its commonness, the unspectacular character of this scene that makes it so spectacular! The thatch roof on the manger, the cows and sheep, the straw – those who grew up around a farm can probably smell this scene. Note the absence of any furniture or appliances, the lack of any pictures or ornaments or red-nosed reindeer. There aren’t even any windows or doors. It’s a barnyard scene with nothing, NOTHING to distinguish it. And when we consider what this scene represents, God’s grand entrance into our world in the form of a helpless, vulnerable child, born on a cold night in a lonely place, not at home, and not in a hospital, but what would today be like a garage, it’s the common-ness  that gives us a sense of awe. It’s the audacity of the God of the universe to take us completely by surprise, to defy our expectations and come to us in the most humble way imaginable. And that is what makes this manger scene so spectacular. The creator of the universe incarnate, in the flesh, in swaddling clothes. Not what the three wise men expected – not what Herod expected, and not what many of us expected – Emmanuel, God with us, not in spirit only, but in flesh, unassuming in every way, and going through quite a few complications from the get go – being born “of a virgin,”  “on the road,” in a barn, and mom and dad having to whisk him out the country to save him from royal assassins. By all human estimations we would say that God should have spent a little more time and effort in planning this birth – it was precarious right from the start. 

But the beautiful truth is that God did plan it all, meticulously, and lovingly. God wishes to participate in our lives to such an extent that he would enter this world as the least of the least, as an outcast in his own nation, entering the world in a way that looks anything but secure, anything but regal, anything but glorious.  
We humans like to adorn things…including ourselves.  We have a yen for the flashy – We like what my wife calls bling – stuff like gold that’s shiny, diamonds that sparkle, or Christmas lights, or the Manhattan skyline. It was said that the Temple in Jerusalem from a distance looked like a snow-capped mountain, because the gold plating reflected the sun so that it was visible from miles and miles away – pretty impressive for a culture that had no electricity.
There is an irony in this contrast between the human propensity for “bling” and this somewhat dull nativity scene; all our  flashiness represents our futile attempt to overcome an inner darkness with artificial light, while the birth of Jesus, occurring on a cold dark night in an unheated stable, signifies the true light of God, and the warmth of his love, entering our world where people are bonkers over “bling”,  where the light we seek is in the form of toys and gadgets, jewelry and clothes, cars and boats and vacation packages – those are what we talk about giving or receiving at Christmas.  While in yesteryear the light of the world came into conflict with Caesar and Herod and the Priests and Scribes, today he comes into conflict with the trappings of material success which have so consumed our thoughts and deeds in the Advent and Christmas season, that we hardly find the time to attend church – too much shopping to do, too many gifts to wrap or meals to cook or parties to attend. I joke with some friends that it may only be a matter of time before our nativity scene finds Santa and reindeer on the roof of the manger, or Frosty the Snowman looking on amidst the shepherds, or a Christmas tree set up within the manger and strings of lights adorning the whole scene. It’s not so far-fetched to think that the whole story of Jesus’ birth will be corrupted by such materialism.  
Yet all the adornment and “bling” cannot raise the transitory to the realm of the eternal; artificial light will always remain artificial, regardless of how closely it resembles true light - the lies and doubts that this world can throw at us cannot obscure the Truth, the true light of God. And I mean more than simply the irrefutable truth that there is a God, but the far more splendid truth that this God loves each and every one of us that he foregoes all “bling” and enters this world in the most ordinary way, so he could be with us completely. It is only when we can recognize the futility of all our attempts to adorn ourselves that we come to see the real beauty of this nativity scene and we understand the very nature of God, who seeks not his own glory but surrenders his entire being in order to rescue those that he loves so dearly. 

I say rescue, and I want that word to sink in. Unless one senses that one is in peril, one will never ever come to appreciate God, come to love God, for the salvation he presents the world through Jesus Christ, and one will never ever appreciate the splendor of Christmas until one recognizes Jesus as the greatest gift we could ever hope for – the most Christmas can ever be, without Christ, is a time of giving one another, and while that is itself great thing, it fails to recognize that the very heart that is able to give to others was created by a God whose very essence is a love that gives without restraint. And while the glitter and sparkle of the decorations, the extravagance of the presents can dazzle and amaze us over the short term, we will eventually grow disappointed over those transitory gifts, because deep within our psyche we recognize that we ourselves are not transitory – God has promised us so much more – he has promised us salvation. Mary, in today’s Gospel reading, sings, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he…has done great things for me…according to the promise.” His promises go back to the beginning of human consciousness, to our first dialogue with our Creator who assures his people of salvation.
At Christmas, we are invited to enter into God’s promise, as Mary enters into it, in praise and celebration, in faith and in joy. Each of us has a role to play in God’s great plan for this world, just as Mary did. It’s a plan that the world tries to ignore through a lot of glitz and glimmer, a lot of “bling” and extravagance. It’s a world that, in forgetting God’s presence and promise, finds itself scrambling for immediate gratification however temporary it all may be. It’s a world that offers us so many alternatives to God’s love and care, and unless we open our spiritual eyes and see God’s love, love that is so evident in the simple, unassuming way that he comes into our realm, love that is so apparent in this nativity scene, unless we know God’s loving act in Jesus Christ, we are doomed to life of constant hunger, of insecurity and competition in our endeavor to be more noticeable to God or others. We need to appreciate the truth that God does not seek to be noticed the same way that we do. God simply steps into our lives with no pretenses and invites us into fellowship as the angels invited the lowly shepherds to come see the wonder of the Christ child.  

May each one of you feel so invited to meet Christ today and everyday, to come to him unadorned as he came to us unadorned, and to relish the true light of his glory, and to dwell in his love. And may Christ so transform your world that he may be seen in you, and others may know his presence as well. O Come, O Come Emmanuel – God with us. Amen.
