The Message of the Manger

Christmas Day

Dec. 24th, 2010
Dear friends in Christ,


As I read the Christmas stories in the Bible the past few days, I was reminded that there are three accounts of journeys that are given.  The first is the journey of Joseph and Mary from Nazareth to Bethlehem.  God led them at the appointed time to that special place where the child was to be born.  The second journey is that of the shepherds who were watching their flocks outside Bethlehem.  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and they journeyed quickly to Bethlehem to see what had taken place.  The third journey actually occurred a short time later when three wise men came from the East and first went to Jerusalem and then to Bethlehem, guided by a star to the place the Christ child was born.  Each of these journeys, though different, shared something in common. They were all led by God, and they all led to Jesus in the manger.


Each of you has made a journey to this church tonight, led by the spirit of God.  Some of you have travelled a long way, some, not so far.  But we’ve all really come for the same reason, to look again at the babe in the manger, just as Mary and Joseph, the shepherds, and the wise men did long ago.  What did they see?  What do we see?  What is the message of the manger for us tonight?  
The manger, first of all, is a message of love. As we look around the world, even in our own Salt Lake community, we see plenty of examples of hatred and tragedy.  A day hardly goes by that something awful doesn’t happen.  How can a loving God allow such things, we wonder?  

The scriptures teach that God created human beings in His own image.  We were created by God to love God.  Now, love, by definition, has to be freely given.  It has to be a choice.  You can’t force or control love.  So, in order for human beings to be free to love, God had to give a choice.  God would not control the decision, for that would not be love.  


The original choice is found in Genesis, chapter 3, the story of Adam and Eve in the garden.  Unfortunately, they made the wrong choice.  When tempted, they disobeyed God rather than doing what God desired.  This is called the fall, the consequence of which was sin, evil and death entering the world.


Every human heart has been tainted by sin.  No One is perfect.  Most people have the goodness of God in their hearts.  But we all fall short of perfection, certainly not worthy to be in the presence of a holy God.


And this is where today’s manger scene enters in.  God, out of love, allowed free choice for his people.  We failed.  But God so much wanted our love, that he began another plan.  He would send a savior, his own son Jesus, to pay the price for sin.  


Max Lucado puts it this way, “Can anything make me stop loving you?” asks God.  “Watch me speak your language, sleep on your earth, and feel your hurts.  Behold the maker of sight and sound as he sneezes, coughs, and blows his nose.  You wonder if I understand how you feel?  Look into the dancing eyes of the kid in Nazareth; that’s God walking to school.  Ponder the toddler at Mary’s table; that’s God spilling his milk.


“You wonder how long my love will last?  Find your answer on a splintered cross, on a craggy hill.  That’s me you see up there, your maker, your God, nail-stabbed and bleeding.  That’s your sin I’m feeling.  That’s your death I’m dying.  That’s your resurrection I’m living.  That’s how much I love you.”


We live in a very troubled and uncertain world.  But God has not changed.  God loves us and the birth of the savior shows to what great lengths God has gone to demonstrate that love.


The manger scene is first a message of love.  It is also a message of peace.  Now here again we may have questions.  When has the world ever known peace?  Certainly not now.  


But keep in mind that the Christ child was born into a very conflicted world.  Taxes displaced Mary and Joseph from their home at a most inopportune time.  Bethlehem was so crowded there was no room in the inn.  King Herod was so threatened by the birth of this child, he plotted murder to protect his power.  The holy family has to flee to Egypt to keep their child from being killed by rampaging soldiers.


This is the story of Jesus’s birth.  He is born into a conflicted world.  If we think that peace means the absence of conflict, we will be waiting a very long time for such peace.    The peace this child brings is the promise of a restored relationship with God and God’s very presence in our conflicts.  


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was filled with sorrow at the tragic death of his wife in a fire in 1861.  That same year the Civil War broke out.  Two years later Longfellow was again saddened to hear his own son had been seriously wounded as a lietuenant in the Army of the Potomac.  Sitting down to his desk, on Christmas Day 1864, he heard the church bells ringing and ringing.  He wrote the following poem, later becoming a familiar Christmas carol:


I heard the bells on Christmas Day


Their old familiar carols play


And wild and sweet the words repeat


Of peace on earth, good will to men.


And in despair I bowed my head


There is no peace on earth I said


For hate is strong and mocks the song

Of peace on earth, good will to men.


Then pealed the bells more loud and deep,


God is not dead, nor doth he sleep.


The wrong shall fail, the right prevail

With peace on earth, good will to men.

The manger scene is a message of peace.  God is not dead.  God does not sleep.  He knows our every need and longing.  By faith, we have a restored relationship with God that is eternal.  It is this deep and abiding peace that is made possible because God sent the savior, born in Bethlehem.


The manger is also a message of hope.  It is the promise that God is with us, no matter what.  It is captured in the baby’s name, Emanuel, which means, “God with us.”  A life without hope is no life at all.  But the babe in the manger is our hope, the promise of God’s presence forever.  I came across this Christmas story of hope titled, “Two Babes in a Manger,”


In 1994, two Americans answered an invitation from the Russian Department of Education to teach morals and ethics (based on biblical principles) in the public schools. They were invited to teach at prisons, businesses, the fire and police departments and a large orphanage. About 100 boys and girls who had been abandoned, abused, and left in the care of a government-run program were in the orphanage. They relate the following story in their own words: 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

It was nearing the holiday season, 1994, time for our orphans to hear, for the first time, the traditional story of Christmas. We told them about Mary and Joseph arriving in Bethlehem. Finding no room in the inn, the couple went to a stable, where the baby Jesus was born and placed in a manger. 

Throughout the story, the children and orphanage staff sat in amazement as they listened. Some sat on the edges of their stools, trying to grasp every word. Completing the story, we gave the children three small pieces of cardboard to make a crude manger. Each child was given a small paper square, cut from yellow napkins I had brought with me. No colored paper was available in the city. 

Following instructions, the children tore the paper and carefully laid the yellow strips in the manger for straw. Small squares of flannel, cut from a worn-out nightgown an American lady was throwing away as she left Russia, were used for the baby's blanket. A doll-like baby was cut from tan felt we had brought from the United States. The orphans were busy assembling their manger as I walked among them to see if they needed any help. 

All went well until I got to one table where little Misha sat. He looked to be about 6 years old and had finished his project. As I looked at the little boy's manger, I was startled to see not one, but two babies in the manger. Quickly, I called for the translator to ask the lad why there were two babies in the manger. Crossing his arms in front of him and looking at this completed manger scene, the child began to repeat the story very seriously. For such a young boy, who had only heard the Christmas story once, he related the happenings accurately-until he came to the part where Mary put the baby Jesus in the manger. 

Then Misha started to ad-lib. He made up his own ending to the story as he said, "And when Maria laid the baby in the manger, Jesus looked at me and asked me if I had a place to stay. I told him I have no mamma and I have no papa, so I don't have any place to stay. Then Jesus told me I could stay with him. But I told him I couldn't, because I didn't have a gift to give him like everybody else did. 

But I wanted to stay with Jesus so much, so I thought about what I had that maybe I could use for a gift. I thought maybe if I kept him warm, that would be a good gift. So I asked Jesus, "If I keep you warm, will that be a good enough gift?" And Jesus told me, "If you keep me warm, that will be the best gift anybody ever gave me." "So I got into the manger, and then Jesus looked at me and he told me I could stay with him---for always."


That is our Christmas hope.  By faith we become like a little child, and crawl in the manger beside Jesus.  We give ourselves to him.  There we stay with him, always.  


Today we have journeyed to look at the manger again.  It is a message of love, God sending the savior.  It is a message of peace, a restored relationship with God.  It is a message of hope.  God beside us every day .  It is a powerful message to guide us as we journey through life, serving God and one another.  May this message of Christmas love, peace, and hope, be with you today, and for always.  Amen
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