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Christmas 2012 

When we Christians celebrate the birth of Jesus at Christmas, what do we walk away 

with after the tree is taken down, the lights removed, and all the gifts put away?  What 

are we left with that might be able to say something to us, do something to us, once the 

holiday daze is gone and we’re back to our normal lives?  We no longer have the luxury 

to assume that the meaning of Christmas is either obvious or important to increasing 

numbers of people today.  According to a recent survey by the Pew Research Center’s 

Forum on Religion and Public Life, 29% of respondents, many of whom are in the 18 to 

29 age group, said that they seldom or never attend religious services, up 4% from 

2003.  The survey also showed that 74% of those who identified themselves as 

currently unaffiliated with any religion, the so-called “nones”, were raised within some 

religious tradition, but obviously no longer find it very meaningful to their lives. 

Coming back to Christmas, we might presume that many of the 29% who no longer are 

attached to any religion were, in fact, raised as Christians but have exited the church 

doors because either they just don’t accept the Christian stuff at all or because they 

really never understood what it ‘s all about.  Christmas, I think, is a good example of 

how the second possibility  can happen.   We can all too easily go through the season, 

celebrate the feast, sing the Christmas carols, exchange presents and come out on the 

other side with not a very clear idea of what we have just done.  Oh, we may get the 

basic story line of a baby in a manger, angels visiting shepherds, and then on top of that 

an old man with a white beard bringing presents to people, but without knowing how to 
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put the pieces together or without grasping what meaning for us any of  this stuff may 

have once the whole holiday thing is. 

It is a sign of hope, however, that at present Christians are becoming increasingly 

aware of the fact that what we believe, if it is true, is somehow deeply connected to 

everyday life.  More and more of us are no longer content with merely getting the 

doctrines right or developing ever more coherent theological systems and ideas about 

God.  We gradually are beginning to understand that what we need, what the world 

needs, what those who exit our church doors need, is not just more “God talk”, more 

ideas, more catechesis, as some people these days tend to say.   

What is needed is more “God walk”, more experiences of God as we find ourselves in 

the rough-and-tumble of life, as we live in the “belly of the whale”, so to speak.  What we 

say about God to ourselves, to one another, to our kids, to those who stumble into our 

churches needs to be rooted in and rise out of the concreteness of life.  It can’t stand on 

its own as interesting, but abstract theories, about life or about God.   

We just lived through one of the most horrible events in our recent history- the mass 

killing of those innocent children and adults at a school in Connecticut.  Rather than 

abstractly wondering “If there is a God, where does this kind of evil come from?” we 

need to begin with another kind of question, “If this is evil, and it is, where does God 

enter the picture?  What is God now doing?  What is God now asking of us?”  We need 

to learn, like the biblical writers, to talk about God out of the concreteness of life, to talk 

about God from the belly of the whale. 
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And this is where we come back to Christmas.  Christmas, I would suggest to you, is 

really about one basic thing.  It’s about God entering the belly of the whale as a body,  

as human body with everything that a human body is and has and does.  Christmas is 

about what happens to bodies, what bodies do, how bodies are affected by other 

bodies, and what happens then when God chooses to become a body as part of this gig 

that we call “life”.  If this is true, how does it then change the way we live and the way 

we think about God, and this world, and ourselves when we stand in front of a baby who 

is “the Other”, the “Transcendent One”, the one whom John the evangelist called the 

“Eternal Word of God”, and we see this One gasping for air, clasping for mother’s milk, 

flailing his small limbs in a feed trough, taking on our frailty, our contingency, our 

vulnerability so that somehow we might share in God’s everlasting life? 

One of the difficulties that people often have with the Christian story is that it seems to 

begin with preconceived notions of what God is like and then it tries to fit Jesus into 

these notions about God.  If we took Christmas really seriously, we would do the 

opposite.  We would begin not with our preconceived ideas about God, however 

splendid we think they are and wherever they may have come from.  We would begin 

with the concreteness of Jesus of Nazareth and with the radically new vision of God that 

is embodied in this man, the vision of a non-violent God, a suffering and serving God, a 

God who accepted the vulnerability of a human body, a God who entered the belly of 

the whale and was willing to place himself into the hands of human beings who can do 

terrible things to other bodies, as we know all too well.  And the truth is that when God 

came among us as a body, we, by and large, did not welcome him.  We rejected him.  

We hurt him, we killed him, in the name of our preferred and familiar notions about God. 
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Christmas tells us that God descended and disrupted nearly all our preexisting 

categories of what divinity is like, and in doing so, God opened up all kinds of unrealized 

possibilities.  When this benevolent Word, full of grace and truth, came among us as a 

body, he came with one amazing characteristic- he came as vulnerable.  And 

vulnerability is what we neither associate with an all-powerful, almighty God nor what 

we usually desire for ourselves.  I recently came across a book entitled Daring Greatly 

by Brene Brown, a sociologist. It’s about how human beings can develop the courage to 

be vulnerable and if we are able to do this, how it then transforms the way we live and 

love and lead.  In a world where “never enough” dominates and where feeling afraid has 

become second nature, the gospel of a God who enters into our vulnerability can be 

very uncomfortable, a little dangerous, and really quite subversive. 

If you get through the Christmas season without being just a little bit troubled by what 

we have celebrated, you probably weren’t listening carefully enough.  If God valued our 

bodily existence enough for him to come among us as a body, what does this then say 

to us about our own bodies, about the body we call “earth”, about how we treat the 

bodies of other people, about what we do to protect and support the bodily life of our 

neighbors?  What does it say about how we share or refuse to share the resources of 

this world so that all bodies can be fed and clothed and cared for?  If we are to take 

Christmas seriously as something that can shape how we live and walk with God, then 

we need to take seriously the importance of bodies and to pay attention to our own 

bodies with the intent of opening ourselves to God through the experience we are 

having in our bodies. 
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In the birth-event at Bethlehem, the eternal Word of God took on the world as part of 

himself in the body of Jesus of Nazareth.  The stuff of material creation quite literally 

became the body of God.  This means that life in this world is already shot through with 

divinity, with the very life of God. We have not been burdened with this world and this 

flesh in order that we might weasel our way out.  Rather, we have been gifted with this 

world and these bodies because this is where God dwells.  All flesh is holy  and human 

bodies are the means through which absolutely everything we can learn about God 

must come to us. If that’s true, and I do think that it is what Christmas is saying to us, 

then maybe, just maybe, this Holy Day has far more to teach us than we think! 
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