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 It had been a long journey.   On the road for nearly 5 days.  Well, a donkey can 

only go so fast, never mind the man on foot leading it.  She shifted her body 

uncomfortably.  The weight and bloating of her child pressed hard on her sciatic, her 

hip and leg numb right down to the toes.   The donkey faltered, his foot slipping into a 

pothole, sending gravel and rocks flying.  Her heart skipped a beat, she was sure they 

were going end over tea kettle, but the donkey recovered just at the last moment.  At 

last; up ahead she can see them now—the lights of the town and their destination.  

Bethlehem.  She could hardly wait to have a comfortable place to rest, to see 

something other than the back of Joseph’s head.  Their beginnings of their marriage 

and life together were as rocky as the road they travelled.  From one day to the next 

never knowing what to expect, she didn’t know if they would ever settle into the normal 

life she had expected; if there was such a thing as normal anymore.  It was amazing 

they were together at all. 

 The scandal of an unwed mother—engaged to be married and pregnant, her 

fiancé not the father.  Angel visits and haunting dreams.  Her sudden trip to visit her 

cousin—maybe to get away from the prying eyes and pointing fingers; perhaps sent 

there by her parents to minimize the public scrutiny and the shame; or possibly Joseph 

suggested it while he pondered what to do with her.  But here they were together.  He 

had decided not to have her stoned, not to permanently send her away.  The marriage 

was rushed for appearance sake.  And now with no time to even think about getting to 

know one another and what their life would be together; another interruption, just one 

more upheaval; a government mandate; authorities making unilateral decisions that 
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forced them to travel when she was almost to full term.  Never mind the financial 

implications; the strain and struggle to make ends meet.  A carpenter can’t work when 

he is on the road.  All of this because they were about to be counted, to be accounted, 

to be taxed.  Life was uncertain, in chaos, fearful, and out of control.  It was not a good 

way to begin life together, that was for sure.  

And now they were right in the thick of it.  Bethlehem.  Bursting at the seams!  

Government officials and registration booths.  A footfall of soldiers—a harsh reminder 

of a country, a world on edge.  And ordinary people like Joseph, who had come to the 

place of their fathers and grandfathers, the place they were born.  People everywhere.  

In the middle of the streets—campfires and tents, laughing and singing, eating and 

drinking, complaining about the new tax they would have to pay.  She was a little 

unnerved.  She had hoped for some calm, some peace and quiet.  It was obvious it 

would not be a Silent Night.   

Joseph looked at her now, his eyes said it all.  “Yikes!”  He hadn’t expected this.  

He had hoped they could stay with family somewhere—maybe at his uncle’s.  He came 

back shaking his head.  They said they had no room—she had seen the knowing 

glances—maybe they just had no room for the scandal of Mary and the questionable 

lineage of the baby about to be born.  Door after door closing, nearing the other side of 

town they came upon a small inn.  Mary watched as the innkeeper, too, shook his 

head.  And Joseph, desperate now, pointed at her; as the gaze of the innkeeper met 
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her own; as she tried to fight back the tears.  And finally, someone who would at least 

take pity on a pregnant girl.   

The innkeeper’s heart softened.  And he led them around the back of the inn, to 

the stable hollowed out of the middle of the hillside.  On the left a few sheep and goats 

for milk and cheese.  On the right, some hay.  In the middle, a stone feeding trough 

that would become her child’s manger bed.   And with darkness falling, together they 

watched the innkeeper’s lantern swing back and forth, the light getting smaller and 

more distant, until it disappeared altogether as he rounded the other side.  Pitch dark, 

isolated and alone, separated from family, a long way from home—a long way from 

normal—a young couple settling down in the straw and hay; as Mary moved closer; as 

she shivered in the cold.   

And now the pain surged and subsided, surged and subsided; wave after wave 

like a storm washing in and crashing the shore.  And the sheep and the goats restless, 

relentless—bleating and bolting—did they know?  And she cried out!  “Joseph, the 

baby!  He’s coming!”  It was still dark.  She couldn’t see the panic in his eyes, but she 

heard it in his voice, “Here?!  Now?!”  They had thought they would have more time.  

But babies come where and when they do.  And in the middle of the night, a child’s cry 

rings out. In a stable.  In the dark and the cold, isolated and far away from home.  In a 

world that has no room.  Birthed in and into the pain and struggle, into the scandal and 

the uncertainty, in the middle of taxation and government mandates; in their very 

struggle to survive their baby boy is born.  



 

4 Christmas Eve 2020  

It was not a good way to begin.  It was not what they had hoped or imagined, not 

what they had expected or dreamed.  Not what they would choose.  It was no place for 

a child to be born.  It was no place for the Son of God.  And yet it was God’s choosing.  

God’s time.  Christ’s coming never according to our expectation or timing, but always 

where and when we need life and hope and peace the most.    

But the night would not be silent.  A young couple with a brand-new baby would 

know that most of all.  For just when they thought that nothing more would happen; that 

maybe now they would find some kind of normal or calm, in their longing for silence 

once again God speaks.  The sky exploding with light, with song, with angels and 

message that would once and for all declare that Mary’s child is the Child for the world.  

The child for hillside shepherds, for all those pushed to the margins and forgotten.  The 

child for foreign kings and unwelcome refugees.  The child for a people and a world 

languishing in darkness.   The child for a clamouring and chaotic world that cannot 

speak hope; that cannot speak peace.  But God speaks.  God breaks the silence.  “Do 

not be afraid.  You will find the child who is Christ the Lord!”  It is not the normal; not 

what the shepherds expect, nothing Mary and Joseph could ever have imagined.   

But what is?  If 2020 has taught us anything; it’s that life is never what we expect 

or dream or imagine.  But as we have gathered once more to hear this familiar story 

and to sing our favourite Christmas carols; as we have gathered perhaps longing most 

of all for that calm, that quiet, that idyllic Silent Night.  Perhaps this year, more than 

ever, we hear the story with different ears.  With different hearts.  With renewed hope.  
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With a relevance that cannot be ignored.  Because God is speaking.  Speaking 

promise and hope directly, immediately for and to us. “Do not be afraid.  You will find 

the child who is Christ the Lord!”  

Because just as God chose a dark and cold Bethlehem stable; just as God chose 

a scorned teenage girl and a confused, and uncertain carpenter; just as God chose an 

overtaxed, overstressed, uber-fearful struggling people; a people isolated and alone, 

pushed to the margins and wondering how and if they will survive—just as God 

decides that right at that very moment is the time and the place and the reason for 

Mary and Joseph’s child, for God’s child to be born—so also for us.   

That in this time, in this place, in our darkness and isolation, when we are 

separated from our families and one another, when we are forgotten and alone and 

wondering if we will survive.  When we are shivering in fear and in the uncertainty of 

these times.  In the darkest of our nights—in this time, in this place, in this pandemic, in 

our lives, and in our world, right here, right now; for every here and every now—for us 

God chooses to come.  Jesus comes.  Jesus who has and is come to dwell with us in 

our human condition.  Jesus, birthed in and into our pain, born anew whenever and 

wherever we most need hope and life and peace.  Jesus birthing us anew for God’s life 

within and among us for the grace and life of all.  And God’s choice has been made.  

God chooses us, dwells with us, dwells with us for life!  It is a new beginning.  A good 

beginning.  In the darkness a Baby’s cry rings out.  God is speaking, “Do not be afraid; 

this will be a sign for you: you will find a child…”  Alleluia!  Christ is born! 


