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A few years ago, I saw a post by my son, Robert, on his Facebook page that made 
me feel good.  It was just a picture of some cookies.  The reason why it made me 
feel good requires a little explanation.  There is a rather involved recipe for cookies 
called “Jumbles” that has been in my family for generations.  They are not really 
specifically “Christmas cookies,” but over the years we had gotten into the habit of 
making them only at Christmastime, primarily because they’re so much work.  
Christmases when we have had the time to bake, a lot, Gillian would often send 
packages of Jumbles to my sons. 

That particular year Rob decided, for the first time, to make some on his own.  The 
event was important enough to Rob that he not only posted a picture of his first 
batch of Jumbles, but also said a little bit about the family tradition.  As parents, I 
think we always hope things that have meaning for us will have meaning for our 
children, but it’s hard to predict what things they’ll actually want to preserve as 
adults.  So, it made me feel good to know that at least in Rob’s branch of the 
family tree, Jumbles will be a part of future merry Christmases. 

This is one small example of how everyone has their own favorite things about 
Christmas – the special things that just make Christmas, Christmas.  As stressful 
as parts of this season may be for some of us, there are still the old customs and 
rituals that just fit us like a well-worn pair of slippers.  No matter how our lives 
change, the Christmas sameness can make us feel warm, and safe and serene, 
and confident that, for a short period of time at least, there is order in the world.  
The Christmas holiday is about nothing quite so much as tradition.   

I’m sure you have your own traditions that define Christmas for you, too.  Of 
course, the need to experience the old comfortable sameness of Christmas 
doesn’t only exist in our secular observance of the season.  It’s very much in 
evidence in here, too.  Don’t we all look forward to singing our favorite carols – Joy 
to the World, Hark, the Herald Angels Sing, Away in a Manger?  There’s no place 
I’d rather be on Christmas Eve than right here, particularly when we stand in the 
flickering candlelight and sing the beautiful Silent Night together.   

And we love to listen to the well-known accounts of Jesus’ birth from Matthew and 
Luke.  Who doesn’t feel at least a little bit of a chill when they hear again these 
beautiful words, “And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping 
watch over their flocks at night.  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the 
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glory of the Lord shone around them…” (Luke 2:8-9) Although the Biblical 
translations may be modernized, all these bits and pieces of our Christmas 
celebration that we’ve known for years and years just make us feel comfortable.  
The familiarity and continuity serve to reassure us that even as the pace of change 
in our lives grows more bewildering and disorienting, there are still things that can 
be counted on to remain the same.    

But if that’s the way we’ve come to see what goes on here during Advent and 
Christmas it’s more than a little ironic.  Because, it almost seems too obvious even 
to say it, but the seismic event of the birth of God in human form decidedly isn’t 
about God doing old familiar things in the same old ways.  God didn’t come to live 
as one of us because he wanted to put his seal of approval on our business-as-
usual. And the very last thing the adorable-babe-in-a-manger is about is making us 
feel self-satisfied and comfortable.   

This morning we sang a hymn we do every Advent season, Charles Wesley’s 
beautiful Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus.  The Jesus we are waiting for is 
certainly long-awaited.  I don’t want to quibble with as great a man as Charles 
Wesley, but I don’t see how anyone can say that Jesus, or anything about him, 
was anything like what humanity was expecting.  As we look forward to the 
incarnation of the God who shatters our conceptions of how things are supposed 
to happen, I wonder if we shouldn’t be preparing ourselves for someone else – the 
“Unexpected” Jesus.    

All through the gospels we are confronted by reminders that we worship a God 
who continually confounds our human expectations.  This is never more true than 
in the narratives we tell and retell this time every year.   

Consider Joseph.  It’s no stretch of the imagination to say that becoming a 
husband and father was not unfolding the way he had hoped it would.  He was a 
simple carpenter of unassuming means, looking forward to his marriage with his 
betrothed, Mary, having a family and pursuing his trade.  Suddenly he found 
himself a cuckolded husband in the eyes of the world, his intended pregnant, and 
with an unbelievable explanation.  It would take extraordinary faith and strength of 
character for Joseph to put his feelings of hurt, fear, and confusion aside, to go 
along with the unexpected thing that was unfolding, and become the guardian of 
God. 

We’ve so sanitized and stylized the story of Jesus’ birth that I wonder how many of 
us stop any more to reflect on the absurdity of the manner in which the King of 
Kings arrived in the world.  There’s no crib for the child, so his parents wrapped 
him up as best they could and laid him in a manger full of hay, where oxen and 
donkeys feed.  The birth is attended by the local shepherds, all of them ragged, 
uneducated and dirt-poor.  Wise men – wealthy nobles from a far country – 
traveled for months following a star that they believed foretold the coming of a 
king.  The end of their searching found them kneeling, not on the carpets in a royal 
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court, but most likely in something else on the floor of a stable.  All in all, we’d 
have to agree that, stripped of its romanticism, it was a scene that the world’s 
elites, from Jesus’ time right up to the present, would consider nothing short of 
bizarre. 

In today’s gospel lesson we are introduced to Elizabeth, whom Mary has gone to 
visit.  We don’t know much about Elizabeth except that she is Mary’s cousin, and 
is “in her old age.”   She is also described as being “barren,” which means she is 
incapable of having children.  And God, of course, chose her to be the mother of 
John the Baptist.  Mary herself is a quiet 15-year old from a small village with no 
apparent prospects for the future beyond an arranged marriage to a local 
carpenter.  No way is she the one that we would pick out for the role of “Mother of 
God.”   

But that’s the exactly the point.  The meaning of the event we celebrate tomorrow 
is that the love and blessings of God will be extended in the most startling ways 
and the most unexpected circumstances, to the most humble, the most unnoticed 
and seemingly insignificant nobodies – in fact, especially to them.  The birth of 
God in human form is absolutely not about doing old familiar things in the same 
old way.   The baby we’re waiting for is coming to turn our ways of thinking upside-
down.  The baby is bringing a world where we become leaders by being servants, 
where the likes of tax collectors will be welcomed by God before smug religious 
leaders, and where those who want to be strong do that by having the courage to 
choose to be weak. 

The invitation to kneel at the feet of the Christ child is a call to do unexpected 
things, and live in unexpected ways.  Accepting the call means being ready to 
shed the security of our old, established vision of the world, and to embrace a 
totally new and unsettling reality – God’s reality. 

This is the theme of one of my very favorite Christmas stories.  It is, perhaps 
unexpectedly, about war.  Perhaps you’ve heard it before; it was made into a 
movie in the ‘90s called Joyeux Noel, and a History Channel documentary entitled 
The Christmas Truce.   It’s the story of how, on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day 
of 1914 during the First World War, enemy soldiers called off the war for two days 
and refused to shoot at each other. On Christmas Eve they listened to each other 
sing Christmas carols in their dismal trenches and joined in singing together, the 
British singing in English and the Germans in German, and applauding each 
other’s songs.  

When dawn broke on Christmas morning, a lone German soldier took his life in his 
hands and dared to stand up, leave his trench and walk toward the British line. No 
one shot him.  Soon other soldiers on both sides were leaving their trenches and 
heading into "no man's land" between the two armies. Out there British and 
German soldiers shook hands, talked together as the language barrier permitted 
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them to, showed each other pictures of their wives and children, and shared food 
and drink.  Later in the day, they returned to their trenches. 

This incident sounds almost too strange to be true, but it is well documented that 
this kind of thing happened in several places along the battle lines in that winter of 
1914.  It was not invented by some screenwriter, nor is it a stylized Hollywood 
conception of “Christmas magic.”  What it really is, I think, is a small glimpse of 
exactly what God had in mind the day he sent an improbable messenger to an 
unlikely teenage girl with a strange and extraordinary announcement about an 
impossible pregnancy. 

You see, it’s the story of people who rejected the reality imposed on them by the 
powers of the world.  It’s about people who came together in the most unexpected 
of ways, and who found in the meeting a realization that they shared something 
that transcended all their differences.  Each of them was a beloved child of God.  
And even if it was only for a moment, they took the risk of living in an utterly, 
profoundly, radically different way.  For that’s exactly what the baby in Bethlehem 
both challenges and empowers us to do. 

How unexpected!  How totally bizarre!  But how inexpressibly wonderful. 

 

  


