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If I close my eyes and reach back into childhood memories I can recall the vivid expectations I had of Christmas. I am sure you can, as well. 

Those memories bring to mind the great buildup of anticipation as the day approached. It was a time of painstaking patience. We marked the days with our Advent calendar, opening a new window each morning. Slowly the season took shape – the tree and the tinsel, the crèche and the cookies, pageant practice and shopping trips. 

It always seemed to take forever to get there, and along the way our expectations mounted. Over the years the traditions themselves began to take on a value and meaning of their own. Christmas came to signify not only the birth of Jesus; it also became a vast cultural and economic year-end juggernaut in which everyone shared, whether they put any credence in the story or not.

Every Christmas we each have our own expectations. We anticipate what the day will have in store for us. Usually the prospects are bright: family gatherings, holiday parties, generosity and gift-giving, respite from the chaos of daily life, hope for another year. We come to church and sing the carols; we watch for angels and conjure up childhood joy. Our spirits are lifted with the news harked by the winged heralds that Christ is born in Bethlehem.

But sometimes Christmas is not so pleasant. I hear from families how difficult this time of year can be. Quarrels arise, dark memories creep up, loneliness envelopes, disappointment abounds. A year ago as a nation we were spiraling into an economic crisis that would deeply wound millions of people. Unemployment was growing and mortgages were collapsing. While those indicators have leveled off, recovery still seems distant to many as 2009 comes to a close. Last year we were a nation at war on two fronts; today we find ourselves even more engaged. We need some light in this dark world of ours.

Christina Rossetti’s poem captures the angst that lurks in the shadows on this night – not to mention the weather outside:


“In the bleak mid-winter, frosty winds made moan,


Earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone;


Snow had fallen, snow on snow, snow on snow,


In the bleak mid-winter, long ago.”

We may expect too much of Christmas. We expect it to produce a retail miracle each year. We expect it to brighten our weary lives. We expect it to bring peace on earth and good will to all. What we get instead, year after year, is a holiday that evaporates as soon as it comes, a flash-in-the-pan spiritual infusion that dissipates before the tree is down. We find ourselves wondering why nothing changes, even after gentle Mary has laid her child, lowly in a manger.

Part of the problem is that we have tried to make Christmas in our own image. We come at this holy day every year as if we had invented it, as if we first had the brilliant idea of bringing light into darkness. We forget that this night is not about us at all, but rather about God, and God’s unfolding purpose on earth, about God’s expectations of us.

As I became an adult I found myself resenting those with no religious sympathies joining in the celebration of Christmas. Why the tree and lights, why the gifts and festivities, if the Bethlehem story means nothing? I wanted to keep a certain distance between them and “my” Jesus, but I have mellowed over the years. Everyone needs to find hope, whatever its name. We all need light to survive, no matter how we understand ultimate things.  

So I am fine now sharing the celebration with others for whom it means nothing particularly religious. Each year those of us who follow Jesus rediscover that Christmas is beyond our control anyway. We learn once again that we are only observers of a grand cosmic scheme that started long before us and will proceed far beyond us.

The prophets of old understood. They knew that something much larger than any of us was at work in the world. 
They tried to give it a name – “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” 

They imagined what it would mean – “All the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood shall be burned as fuel for the fire.” 

They projected their hopes into the night – “There shall be endless peace …God will establish and uphold it with justice… from this time onward and forevermore.”

They brought their own expectations to the divine purpose on earth. But maybe they, too, overreached in their imagination and had unrealistic expectations of what the Messiah, alone, could do. Maybe the paradox of this night is that the advent of something big can be met only in the smallest increments. 

Emily Dickinson suggests that we ought to cut our expectations down to size. The poet writes,


“Tell all the Truth, but tell it slant – 


Success in Circuit lies


Too bright for our infirm Delight


The Truth’s superb surprise


As Lightning to the Children eased


With explanations kind


The Truth must dazzle gradually


Or every man be blind–” 

The truth must dazzle gradually, or all of us be blind. The truth of Christmas – when we remove all the fluff that has accrued over the ages and in our own lives – the truth of Christmas is incarnation. That one word captures precisely what our faith expects in this and every season. Incarnation: word made flesh, ever so slowly, in each age and in every time. Life by life, God’s word taking on human form.

Mary does not give birth to a doctrine or to a set of well-argued beliefs; she gives birth to a flesh and blood baby. Mary does not wrap theology in swaddling clothes and lay it in a manger. It is a child. God comes wearing skin just like the rest of us. Our faith depends less on getting the creed right than on grasping the incarnational intention of God. If we have no expectation at Christmas other than to be reminded in the carols and in the stories of scripture and in the memories of this season that love comes in the flesh, then that will have been enough.

In Bethlehem the once-distant Creator comes with full-bodied purpose into this world. But incarnation is not a one-time proposition confined to a Palestinian village 2,000 years ago. It is an on-going reality, as genuine tonight as it was back then.

As we leave this place you and I become Christmas expectations to the world. All that poetry and prophecy about justice and peace, all those songs and stories about hope and light and love – we stretch all of that around us this night as new skin. For we are the incarnation that will fulfill God’s expectations for this old earth. 

And it starts with a baby in Bethlehem. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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