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Christmas 2013 

Last Sunday I ended my homily by asking the question of what we will see when we 

gaze into the manager of Bethlehem on Christmas eve/morning, and what then we will 

do with that sight- how it will affect us and how we will then live.  What it does to us is, of 

course, determined by what it is, or more accurately, who it is that we find  wrapped in 

swaddling clothes and lying in the manger.  And it is here that the whole thing becomes 

a bit crazy or overwhelming for us.  But let me begin with a story, a metaphor, that I 

recently heard and that tries to describe what we Christians believe Christmas is all 

about.   

 

Sometime ago six Americans were in the wrong place at the wrong time in a foreign 

country in the midst of a terrible civil war.   These six Americans were taken as 

hostages and kept as prisoners for six months in a dark, dank room whose only light 

was a thin crack in the stone walls and a door that was occasionally opened.  The room 

was usually filled with a couple inches of water and the men’s own sewage in which 

they had to stand or sit or lie down.  And whenever the door was opened by their 

torturers, something bad always happened to the prisoners, so that door became a 

place of fear and terror.   

 

It was eventually decided by the American government that the only way to get the men 

out was to go in and take them out.  So, one day, the door of the room burst open and 

three huge, powerful Marines came racing in.  They were dressed and equipped with all 

the best and the latest military gear: protective vests, elbow and knee pads, ballistic 
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plate carriers, helmets with night vision capability.  They had the most high-tech 

weapons imaginable: sniper rifles, bayonets, knives, M2 submachine guns, hand 

grenades.  And with all of that on, they were bigger than they normally were, and they 

were downright scary.  When they were in the room, one of the Marines barked out 

orders to “get up” to the six prisoners who had now huddled together as tightly as they 

could in the fartherest-way corner.  But no one spoke.  No one moved. No one hardly 

breathed.  But they held on to one another as closely and tightly as they could.  Again 

the order came, “Get up! There are only three of us, and six of you.  We can’t carry all of 

you.”  But no movement.  No one stirred.  They just sat in the water and sewage, 

trembling. 

 

Then one of the Marines realized what was happening.  And slowly he laid down his 

weapons, he took off his helmet and his vest and his padding, until all that he had on 

was his underarmour.  And then he went butt-first into the midst of the huddled men in 

the corner, and he somehow wedged himself in the tangled web of human arms and 

legs and bodies.  And when he was finally there, he very gently whispered, “It’s ok.  I’m 

one of you.  I’m here to get you.  I’m here to bring you out.”  What the Marine had 

realized was that  it was only when the prisoners were able to recognize  him, were able 

to see him as one of them, that they would be able to respond.  And when that 

happened, when they were able to recognize him as their friend and companion and 

rescuer, then slowly and quietly, they all began to get up and to begin the journey to 

freedom. 
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This story, this extended metaphor, I think, expresses what we Christians say happened 

at Christmas, despite all expectations to the contrary as to how God acts.  God actually 

does a bait-and-switch on us.  God comes to this world in a way we don’t expect, in a 

way that Israel didn’t expect. He doesn’t come as a Messianic warrior, as a king on a 

mighty steed surrounded by armies on every side in order to bring vengeance on His 

enemies.  Nor, using more contemporary categories does He come as the 

incomprehensibly powerful Force behind the explosion of the Big Bang that sets this 

universe in motion. The Divine One, the Holy One, the One at the foundations of the 

universe, lays down His weapons, sheds His power, takes off His helmet and armor, 

and wedges himself into the web of human bodies, and gently whispers to us, “It’s ok, 

I’m one of you, and I’ve come for you!” 

 

This story, of course, breaks down at some point, or maybe more accurately, it needs to 

be expanded because according to the Christian narrative the One who takes off his 

armor and lays down his weapons to be with the prisoners in that dark, dank room, also 

shares with them the bitterness of suffering and death at the hands of the torturers.  But 

the central point of the story is, I believe, true: God saves us, redeems us, deifies us- 

however we may want to describe what is going on- God does this not mechanically, 

not magically, not from afar, not from the unassailable fortress of heaven, but by 

participation in our life, in our condition.  Human redemption comes about through divine 

involvement.  The human condition seems to be of such a kind that we need to be 

saved from the inside out, so to speak.  God can’t just do it by divine decree or by giving 

us information about himself.  God can raise us up only by coming to where we are and 
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by sharing in our stuff so that we might be able to share in God’s stuff.  This, I think, is 

what the feast of Christmas is trying to us to understand.   

 

If the baby in the manager were simply an incredibly smart or intuitive human being who 

would eventually grow up to be a teacher, rabbi, prophet and healer, that would be quite 

significant in itself, but my guess is that we would not be here this evening/today, 

because this incredibly smart or intuitive man eventually ended up on a cross as a 

Roman political criminal.  And if that had been the end of it, undoubtedly that is where 

the story would have also have ended, as it did in so many other cases of would-be 

messiahs claiming to speak for and in the name of God.  We would never have heard of 

Jesus of Nazareth unless we happened to be interested in ancient Near Eastern history. 

But the story didn’t end there.   

 

However strange and odd it may be, a community of this man’s disciples became 

convinced that the cross and death had not been the final word, that His tomb was 

empty, and that Jesus was resurrected from death into new and eternal life.  This 

conviction then gave rise to a new kind of life that those early believers found for 

themselves in  this Christ.   Their conviction that Jesus was risen from the dead and the 

new kind of life that this then led them into is ultimately why we are gathered here 

tonight/this morning.  And that’s why when we look into the manager of Bethlehem we 

are forced to ask the question:  Who is this child? What does He mean for me? What 

does He do to me? How am I changed by Him? 
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If we carry the story, the metaphor, of the Marine rescue of the prisoners a little bit 

further, we might begin to answer these questions for ourselves. The journey between 

the dark, dank room from which the prisoners were rescued and their arrival back home 

is a pretty long journey, and along the way something begins to happen to the former 

prisoners.  It is not enough for them just to sing the praises of the Marines who have 

rescued us- how incredible they are, how strong and brave and powerful they are.  They 

actually begin to become more and more like them.  They get stronger, they learn how 

to live off the land as they go, and in the face of adversity and discomfort, they find 

themselves getting tougher and simultaneously more sensitive to those they meet along 

the way.  They discover that they are not the only ones who have been suffering under 

the weight of oppression and wickedness and self-serving leaders.  There are lots of 

people around us who have been in the same boat for a long time.   

 

And so in their growing strength and confidence which somehow they seem to absorb 

from the Marines, they begin to learn how to reach out to other people: to those who 

also are experiencing injustice, to those on the margins of life, to those who don’t have 

enough to eat or to live on, to those who have lost hope that things might change.  They 

learn how to get along with, and to journey alongside of, all kinds of people who may not 

be their natural companions, regardless of what these people may think about 

Americans or American policies.  Without losing a sense of who they are, where they  

have come from and where they are heading, they learn to find common cause with 

anyone who is also involved in the struggle for justice and goodness and humaneness 

and integrity.  Like Pope Francis, these Americans may not be Marxists, but they come 
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to realize that some of the Marxists they meet are really good people, so they are not 

afraid to associate with them or with anybody else who is on the side of goodness and 

justice.   

 

In other words, the former prisoners learn to do what that Marine did back in the room.  

They learn to disarm and to unclothe themselves, to wedge themselves into the lives of 

others, to let themselves be recognized for who they are, and to gently whisper, “It’s 

O.K. I’m one of you, and I’m here for you.”  When St. Irenaeus and St. Athanasius, 

centuries ago, said that “God has become human so that human beings might become 

God”, this, I think, is exactly what they might.  

 


