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Happy New Year. I have a confession to make: no it isn’t about my excesses last night.  Rather, it’s that I’m rather happy Christmas is over.  It’s is not my favorite season of the Christian year; in fact, it is not even in my top three.  Now let me be clear.  I love the Christmas services here at St. Dunstan’s.  Who wouldn’t?  The altar and flower guilds, the choirs, and the musicians go out of their way to make our services works of art.  With the flickering candles and fragrant wreathes in the windows, the massed poinsettias at the altar, and the beautiful music, our services are wonderful.  But I’m more than ready for the Christmas decorations that have been in the stores since before Thanksgiving to be dismantled and for the incessant playing of holiday music to stop.  I was frostyed and sleighbelled and harked quite enough, thank you.


But just when I’m ready to be through with Christmas, to move on into the New Year, the church in its wisdom stops me in my tracks.  It insists that we remain in Christmas.  In today’s Gospel we return to the manger with Mary, Joseph and the shepherds, to a passage which we read in almost exactly the same form on Christmas.  Why do we revisit this scene, rehearsing again the details we know so well?  For me, the reason may lie in an observation by Meister Eckhart, a 13th century theologian and mystic.  He wrote:  “We are celebrating the feast of the Eternal Birth which God the Father has borne and never ceases to bear in all eternity... But if it does not take place in me, what avails it? Everything lies in this, that it should take place in me.”  Eckhart adds, “We are all meant to be mothers of God...for God is always needing to be born.” Perhaps we are taken back to the manger as the rest of the world is hurrying on to learn how we can give birth to Jesus in our own hearts and lives.

So, I want to stop a moment with this story, to try to see it with new eyes and to discover what it means for each of us, regardless of our gender, to become “mothers of God.”  Perhaps if we look closely one more time at our manger and the small group gathered around it we can some guidance for our lives.  


Let’s begin with the shepherds.  We are so used to them in the story that they seem only to be a backdrop for the action.  They are, however, vital, if a bit odd, participants in our story.  Although King David was a shepherd, by this time, shepherds were largely a disreputable lot.  Often coarse, rough men watching someone else’s flocks, they were at the lowest rung of the social scale,  In fact, Jesus’ references to himself as the good shepherd would have been heard in contrast to their generally reprehensible reputation.  After the angel leaves them, these shepherds talked among themselves about what to do. Imagine their conversation:  had there really been an angel or had the wine they had been drinking been a bit off? And if there had been an angel, could the announcement possibly be true?  Had a savior, the longed-for Messiah really been born?  If so why would an angel come to them? It seems so unlikely, even impossible.  Could they dare hope this news was true? Uncertain, curious and most importantly hopeful, they go to Bethlehem to see for themselves.  There is no star to guide them, but somehow they find Mary and the baby.  The Gospel tells us that all who hear what the shepherds said were “amazed”.  In part, that amazement probably stemmed from the fact that these unlikely messengers, this disreputable group, brings news of another angelic visit.  Not kings or priests or community leaders.  Just mangy, smelly shepherds.  Still, this motley crew, scarcely believing or trusting what they have experienced, embark on the path of hope.  


Joseph is there as the silent observer.  His amazement at the shepherds’ report may come from another source.   The months since Mary broke the news of her pregnancy have not been easy for him.  You see, Joseph had his life planned out.  Having worked diligently as an artisan, perhaps a wood worker, he was finally able to marry, to start a family as all good Jewish men were to do.   And he was engaged to a nice girl.  Then Mary drops the bombshell: she is pregnant and he knows it is not his child; suddenly, his life is rudely interrupted.  We can almost hear his mother and aunts saying:  “Joseph, you can do better. No one believes that girl’s story.  Leave her to her consequences.  We can find you another girl, a nice girl, who will make you a good wife.”  But Joseph stands by Mary; in the face of doubts and uncertainties, he is faithful to her.  In Luke’s account, his amazement at the shepherd’s report may be because it offers confirmation of Mary’s.  Still uncertain about this new direction in his life, Joseph walks the path of faith.     


Mary is here as well.  Try, if you can, to erase the romanticized, saccharine pictures of her that our culture offers.  Scholars tell us Mary was probably a 14 or 15 year old uneducated peasant girl.  The months since the angel Gabriel’s visit have also been difficult for her.  Remember she was alone when the angel appeared; only she heard the message.  Many were probably skeptical about her improbable story about that visit and her sudden pregnancy must have set tongues a-wagging in her small village.  They must have developed their own theories about who the father might be.   Some scholars speculate that her quick visit to her cousin Elizabeth, which Luke records earlier, was her family’s attempt to get her out of town, to hide her disgrace, to let the community’s indignation and gossip at her scandalous condition die down.  Holding onto her story in the midst of criticism and derision must have been hard for her.  


And this birth scenario did little to reassure her.  In her advanced state of pregnancy, the 80 mile trip on a donkey from Nazareth to Bethlehem had been grueling.  If she has found favor with God, as Gabriel told her, why has she been forced to give birth surrounded by animals rather than in a more comfortable spot?  Is a manger really a suitable bed for the son of God?  Then the shepherds appear with their story. Our gospel tells us that Mary treasured their report in her heart.  Certainly, every new mother loves any compliment to her child.  Even from this bedraggled lot, this report must have been especially welcome to Mary since things since hadn’t gone as she probably anticipated. 


The Gospel adds another detail:  Mary “pondered” the report in her heart.  You see, Mary is fully human like you and I; she doesn’t know the end of the story.  Like most new mothers, she is probably a bit confused and uncertain. Moreover, she can’t see how what Gabriel told her can possibly be true. Young and untutored, perhaps frightened, Mary nonetheless understands one thing clearly. This child to whom she has given birth, in the words of Denise Levertov, needs “like any other milk and love.”  So Mary, whatever her doubts and confusions, provides what this baby-God needs: love and care.  Mary walks the path of love.  


But our story doesn’t end at the manger.  All our players have more to do.  The shepherds leave, “glorifying and praising God.”  They acted in hope and now they share the good news with the world.  With Mary Joseph takes the child to be circumcised. The name they choose, following the angel’s instructions, is audacious:  Jesus.  To us, it is so familiar that we pay no notice.  But “Jesus” is a transliteration of the Hebrew “Joshua.”  Joshua was, of course, the person God chose to lead the Israelites into the promise land after Moses’ death.  Even more significantly, Joshua  translates into:  “God is salvation.” A bold name for this baby, lying in a manger.  With this act, Joseph formally adopts the child.  Under Jewish law, he assumes the responsibility of teaching him Torah and showing him how to be a good Jew.  In the face of all his very human doubts and uncertainties, Joseph continues in faith to shoulder his responsibilities, trusting that God will guide him. And Mary, Mary does what good mothers do:  she loves and nurtures her child.  The future of this helpless baby lies in the hands of these people clustered around him: the hopeful shepherds, the faithful Joseph, and the loving Mary.      



What has this story to do with us? To my mind, our Gospel calls each of us into this story:  to follow the shepherds, to stand with Joseph and to be like Mary.  Like all of them, often we don’t fully understand how God is working things out in our lives or in the lives of those we love.  We may wonder what God wants of us. But the baby’s future rests with us as it did with the shepherds, Joseph and Mary.  The shepherds call us all, regardless of our position in life, to live in hope.  This ragamuffin crew could scarcely believe the news they heard.  A savior had come to them.  And we, whatever our wounds, whatever our fears, whatever our doubts receive the same good news here today at St. Dunstan’s.  If we heed their message, with them we leave the manger proclaiming and sharing our hope with the world.  Joseph asks us to act in faith, assuming our responsibilities in the world. Joseph had to provide for his little family, trusting in God’s providence; Joseph beckons us to provide for not only our families but our community, our nation, the world and the good creation God has provided.   We may feel uncertain and even fearful about the problems we confront, but with Joseph we are to do our part, undergirded by our faith in God’s benevolence and wisdom.   Mary, this simple young girl, didn’t understand all that happened with and around her.  But she knew, in her deepest core, that this baby, like all God’s children, needs milk and love.  Mary beckons us to love and care for all God’s children, young and old, near and far.  


As Meister Eckhart tells us, for Christ to live in the world we must all give birth to him in our hearts and lives.  We give Christ birth today in this time and place and throughout the New Year by following the path with these humble people.  As we leave the manger with the shepherds, Joseph and Mary to resume our lives, may I suggest a New Year’s resolution that isn’t about losing weight, exercising more or stopping some bad habit? It’s much easier.  Just treasure and ponder the lessons of the lessons of the manger.  When we step out with the shepherds in hope, stand with Joseph in faith, and face the world with love as Mary did, Jesus is Immanuel, God with us now and forever.  
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