
on the earth and the birds in the air…
SJS: And while God filled the earth with 
astonishing things, God felt something 
was missing. There was nothing in the 
world that had any resemblance to its 
creator.

VB: Sort of like a painting without the 
artist’s signature.

SJS: Yes! God wanted some company.

VB: This time, God used flesh and 
blood as the creative medium. It was 
extremely flexible and warm to the 
touch. God put God’s very own breath 
into these creatures.

SJS: Watching them stretch and yawn, 
laugh and run, God found that God was 
falling in love with them. God liked them 
better than all the other creatures, and 
God especially liked walking with them 
through the garden in the cool of the 
evening.

VB: Do we have to tell the sad part?

SJS: Yes, we have to tell the sad part so 
we can understand the best part!

VB: The sad part is that the humans, 
these beautiful species that were made 
in the image of God, had other things 
on their mind than hanging out with 
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Sarah Shelton: So Valerie, is all your 
shopping done, the groceries purchased, 
a casserole or two in the freezer, 
Christmas cards all sent, and presents 
wrapped and under the tree?

Valerie Burton: Yep and yep. My list is 
checked off!

Sarah Shelton: Well then, you don’t have 
anything else left to do!

Valerie Burton: Oh, but I do. Now is the 
time that I give myself over to the story.

SJS: Do you mean Miracle on 34th Street, 
Elf or Home Alone?

VB: Some Christmas spirit has 
gotten into you! You know 
what story – the baby Jesus 
story!

SJS: What if we tell that story 
today? 

VB: You mean, invite the 
congregation to listen to a 
story rather than sermonizing? 

SJS: I think they may just like that. They 
can put aside all their lists and give 
themselves over to the story.

VB: Then I’ll begin. A long time ago in 
Bethlehem…

SJS: Wait a minute Valerie, I think this 
story begins even before the time of 
Bethlehem. I think it begins literally, at 
the very beginning. “In the beginning, 
God created…

VB: …the heavens and earth, the seas 
and all living things therein, the animals 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton
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Luke 2:1-20

(God’s Daring Plan,” Barbara Brown Taylor, Bread of Angels and Walter Wangerin, The Book of God and William Dols, Just Because It Didn’t Happen)

The sad part is that the 
humans, these beautiful 

species that were made in 
the image of God, had other 

things on their mind than 
hanging out with God. 



God. They were busy learning how to make things, 
how to grow things, buy things, sell things, and the 
more they learned to do for themselves, the less they 
depended on God. You see, God had made them free.

SJS: When God realized 
that throwing pebbles 
against their window 
was not going to get 
their attention, God 
used every other means 
God could think of 
to get their attention: shouting prophets, floods, 
famines, even exile! Sometimes, God would wake 
them up in the middle of the night by whispering in 
their ears, but no matter what God tried, there was 
no conquering the barrier of flesh and blood.

VB: That’s when God decided that God must become 
flesh and blood too. God thought about how to go 
about this, and then God thought about babies…
how babies never go to war. Babies never make hate 
speeches or litter or refuse to play with someone 
because of someone’s political affiliation. Babies 
laugh and cry with honesty.

SJS: When God floated this idea to the angels (and 
Valerie, I am using my imagination here). So when 
God floated this idea to the angels that God should 
take on flesh and blood, the angels were immediately 
worried. God would be putting himself at the mercy 
of the creatures. People could do anything they 
wanted and there would be no way to escape should 
things turn sour. The angels suggest that maybe God 
could be a magical baby with special powers…

VB: You mean like a superhero where God could 
become invisible or hurl bolts of lightning??

SJS: I think that’s what the angels had in mind, but 
God had a different idea. You see, God wanted to 
live among the creatures God loved so much just as 
they are. How else could God gain their trust again? 
How else could God persuade them that God really 
did know what it is like to live on earth? Ohhh, God 

had to risk everything in order to get close to the 
creatures made of flesh and blood.

VB: Is this where we talk about the historical context 
of when God came to earth?

SJS: Yes! It is important 
because it reminds all 
of us that this is not a 
simple children’s story. 
Sometimes we trivialize 
and sanitize this story 

when it is absolutely about the monumental struggle 
to reclaim the human body and soul. A little bit of 
history will give us a clue to the violent plot into 
which God enters the world as flesh and blood. 

VB: The setting in Luke is the world of the Emperor 
Augustus Caesar. He was the grand-nephew of Julius 
Caesar and defeated the armies of Mark Antony and 
Cleopatra to gain control of Rome. Just two years 
later, he is proclaimed to be “Savior,” “The Father of 
the Fatherland in Rome,” “Zeus Paternal” and thus 
the savior of the whole human race. Augustus Caesar 
ruled with pax Romana until his death.

SJS: In the meantime, Luke and Matthew’s gospels 
tell us that another has come into the world who is 
also called “savior,” and who proclaims a rival kingdom 
and offers a different kind of “peace.”
VB:  Savior Caesar and savior Jesus.
 Roman Empire and the Kingdom of God. 
 Jesus’ peace liberates and sets free while   
 Caesar’s demands complete submission.
 
SJS: Caesar’s Pax Romana is enforced by soldiers 
while heavenly angels also proclaim peace. You could 
have salvation dependent on mighty armies, high 
control, oppression, excessive taxation, hierarchy 
and slavery OR salvation that relies upon weakness 
rather than strength, losing rather than winning, 
inclusiveness rather than building walls and drawing 
lines, and egalitarianism in opposition to kings and 
princes.

VB: It is a Roman kingdom of prestige and pretense, 
palaces and thrones contrasted with Jesus’ kingdom 
of nobodies and nothings like tax collectors, 
prostitutes, lepers and children…a realm of throw-
aways and nothings who lack everything. From the 
very beginning, Jesus and Caesar are rival kings who 
vie in life and death struggles for human allegiance.

God wanted to live among the 
creatures God loved so much 

just as they are.
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Caesar’s Pax Romana is 
enforced by soldiers while 

heavenly angels also proclaim 
peace.



SJS: Joseph and Mary are caught up in dutiful 
allegiance. It is now the 23rd year of Caesar Augustus’ 
pax romana, and he is demanding that the people of 
the provinces throughout his empire be enrolled. It 
is a census, yes, but the information provided will 
determine the taxes levied upon every household in 
every territory in the whole Roman world. In order 
to crosscheck families and to produce a lasting and 
effective record, heads of households are ordered to 
return to the cities and villages of their parents and 
wait for documentation.

VB: It is because of this imperial decree that Joseph 
leaves Nazareth in Galilee and crosses the border for 
Bethlehem in Judea. He and wife Mary are bound for 
the city where King David had been born one thousand 
years before, because Joseph is a descendent from 
the House of David.

SJS: Mary rides on a donkey. She is pregnant and 
close to term. The infant inside her seems huge. She 
is breathless and tired, her hands 
and feet are swollen. That ride 
would have been anything but 
comfortable for Mary. No wonder 
she goes into labor along the way.

VB: I really empathize with Mary. 
She only has an angel’s word that 
this baby will be God’s son. 

SJS: The same is true of Joseph. 
He only has a dream where he is 
assured that he should still take Mary as his wife.

VB: They find that Bethlehem is burdened with 
people. The very air vibrates with all the breathing 
and murmurings and talk. It is like hornets humming 
inside a hive. All these people are there for the census, 
standing in long lines each day to register at the 
Roman booths. The inns are crowded to overflowing; 
strangers sleep side by side. Night is coming and 
Mary tells Joseph “It is time.”

SJS: Does it strike you as odd that they are returning 
to their homeland and not one relative extends an 
invitation to come stay at their home?

VB: And do the inn keepers’ answers of “no room” 
remind you how we often tell that to Jesus? He 
comes and knocks and asks for entry and we sound 
just like that inn keeper: “no room!”

SJS: It is the task of Advent to help us make room for 
the baby; to prepare for something new and unknown 
in our lives. It’s a time to discern what must go, what 
is taking up too much room, so that we can make 
room for something new. We wait during the dark 
days of Advent without knowing, but we wait with 
faith, hope and love that God will be born in those 
who save him room.

Valerie, what time of day were your boys born?

VB: One was born in the late afternoon and one was 
born in the early morning

SJS: Mine were both born in the bright light of 
morning. Maybe this is what causes me to be a little 
pensive about Mary delivering in the dark of night. It 
feels ominous like when terrible things happen in our 
world. It feels like all the light is stolen and hidden.

VB: Isn’t that why Jesus comes and in particular, 
comes as a baby? He is innocent 
and honest, brave enough to be 
true and risks everything in order 
to bring the Light.

SJS: So scripture gives us this 
picture of parents who deliver 
and offer their child to the world. 
The baby gives nothing but love 
and says to us, “I will go into your 
darkest places with you.” And in 
that dark place, Jesus is the Light 

of the world. (Steve Garnaas-Holmes, Unfoldinglight, 12-21-18)

VB: I hope Joseph knew what he was doing. Maybe 
he talked to a midwife before they departed for 
Bethlehem. Had he thought to come prepared with 
clean cloth in which to swaddle the baby after 
receiving him into the world? Is there a lantern for 
light?  Just how close are those animals and when 
was the last time the stalls were shoveled and raked?

Sarah: At least they have some privacy as Mary’s 
labor increases. I imagine her squatting as she leans 
into Joseph’s big, strong chest. He holds onto her 
from behind and under her arms. 

Valerie: Her screams are cut by the solid silence that 
comes with the monstrous effort she is making. And 
then a cry. A tiny cry that assures the new parents 
that the child has been born.

It is the task of 
Advent to help us 
make room for the 

baby; to prepare for 
something new and 

unknown in our lives.
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SJS: This cry is God entering the world, as flesh and 
blood. Flesh and blood that comes to tell us how 
much God loves us. 

VB: Jesus is born into a world like ours: a world 
steeped in fear. His birth brings direct confrontation 
to the powers of darkness and oppression.

SJS: Ohhh, this is good news! Rather than leaving us 
to live in fear, God makes the choice to come into 
this world through Mary’s body, with Joseph’s care, 
surrounded by animals and hay and shepherds. 

VB: God comes into this world wailing over the 
disruption of birth!

Like all babies, God in Christ is hungry for his mother’s 
milk, wanting, needing to be held and cradled and 
soothed. (Shannon Kershner, Christmas Eve, 2015, Fourth Presbyterian 

Church, Chicago)  

SJS: If we continue to use our imaginations, we can 
say that the baby’s cry came when God dropped his 
robes on the floor of heaven. Where they dropped, the 
floor melts and opens up to reveal a scrubby brown 
pasture speckled with sheep. Right in the middle of 
them, a bunch of shepherds sit around a campfire.

VB: It’s hard to say who is more startled: the angels 
in heaven or the shepherds in the fields. These holy 
messengers and the recipients of their message are a 
startling contrast.

SJS: Please note that no one from Jerusalem’s 
religious elite nor politicians from Rome are present. 
Thomas Merton once observed that “the ox and ass 
understood more of the first Christmas than the high 
priests in Jerusalem!”

VB: The Good News is that there is an inbreaking of 
Love and Light into the world, and it comes to ALL 
people of all ages and throughout all the centuries. 
The Good News comes to priest AND peasant, 
heavenly AND humble.

As the shepherds look up, the angels say, “Do not be 
afraid, for you see, I am bringing you good news of 
great joy for all the people. Born this day in the city 
of David is a savior. He is the Messiah, the Lord.”

SJS: And so the shepherds leave their flocks to go 
and see this thing that has come to pass. All along 
the way, they rejoice, telling the good news to each 

person they encounter.
VB: And so we tell this story to you so that you might 
hear one more time the good news of Jesus’ birth.

SJS: All that remains is for you to come and behold 
him, this king of angels. Speak to him or be silent 

before him. In whatever way seems right to you and 
at whatever time, come to him with your empty hands 
and your grateful hearts. (Buechner)

VB: The great promise is that to come to him who was 
born in Bethlehem is to find coming to birth within 
ourselves something stronger and braver, gladder 
and kinder and holier, than ever we knew before or 
than ever we can know without him. (Buechner)

SJS:  So come to Bethlehem and see Him whose birth 
the angels sing:

VB: Come adore on bended knee…

SJS & VB: Christ the Lord, the newborn king. Amen.
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Jesus is born into a world 
like ours: a world steeped in 
fear. His birth brings direct 

confrontation to the powers of 
darkness and oppression.


