



Tidings of Great Joy

After more than fifty years of celebrating Christmas, what does the story of the birth of Jesus really mean to me? It is so easy to be entrapped by the Christmas hub-bub that we rarely get the chance to experience the real Christmas with the freshness of the story as it unfolded at Bethlehem. Just as an experiment I picked up the bible for this exercise. The book literally fell open at Luke 2:1-20.

“Now at this time Caesar Augustus issued a decree for a census…Joseph set out…to the town of David called Bethlehem…with Mary, his betrothed, who was with child…the time came for her to have her child, and she gave birth to a son…wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger because there was no room for them at the inn…there were shepherds who lived in the fields…the angel appeared to them… ‘Do not be afraid. Listen, I bring you news of great joy, a joy to be shared by all people…a savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord’…Suddenly with the angel there was a great throng of the heavenly host, praising God and singing:

‘Glory to God in the highest heaven,

 And peace to men [his people] who enjoy his favor.’”

Suddenly I am overwhelmed. There is so much to muse on. Jesus birth is an actual event in history; he was born in the town of David, of David’s line, just as the prophets predicted. Mary was an unwed teen whom Joseph tried to shelter from abuse or even stoning. The journey to Bethlehem was difficult as Mary reached full term. Riding the donkey was tough, but trying to walk was harder still. There was no compassion at the inn. We often lack compassion when it inconveniences us.

Jesus was born in a manger with the smells and sounds of animals about them as they became the Holy Family. Jesus joined the homeless that first night. God gave himself up to nothingness, to weakness and helplessness. Without Mary and Joseph the baby would have died. His first words as he grew were “Abba!” or “Mama!” He is completely approachable as a precious, cuddly baby.

And he is wrapped in swaddling clothes. There had been no baby shower. The only wraps Mary had with her were ritual wrappings for a body in case of a sudden and unprovided for death. This was a sign of something profound. Perhaps Jesus would have power over death some time in the future. Perhaps it was a sign that he was born to die for us.

There were shepherds in the field. If you got close enough you could smell them. They didn’t make it to Jerusalem each year for the ritual worship. They had no hope of being saved. They were of no significance until now. The angel appeared to them. There were rich people at the inn who slept and knew nothing of this.




“Do not be afraid!” Lord it would make the hair on the back of my neck stand up if something like this happened to me in the night. I remember once when my dog bounded up over a snow bank behind me in the dark night. “I bring you tidings of great joy to be shared by the whole people.” Many in our town still haven’t heard about it. Some seem to have forgotten.




“A Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord!” Just in case we missed it, the message that is, the heavens opened and angels thronged the sky loudly singing, “Glory to God in the highest heaven”. If we listen we can still hear the echoes, “Joy to the world” and “It came upon a midnight clear.” It makes you want to join in the joy and sing.




Lord, this Christmas let us worship you. Let our hearts be open to the needy who stand at the door of our inn. Don’t let us sleep through the holiest night, oblivious to your birth,




Not much has changed in 2000 years. The homeless still wait for a change. The inhabitants at the inn sleep well, and God manifests himself to the simple of faith.
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