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FINDING SANCTUARY: SACRED SPACE AND CHRISTMAS GRACE

The Stable Delivers Grace
Isaiah 9:2-7; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-20

When I was a little guy, I never dreamed that I would get in on a future
trend long before most other people.  For some reason, I got the notion that
I could “order off” and get packages delivered at home so that I would not
have to go out shopping for Christmas presents.  So, for a year or two I would
scour that most resourceful of all catalogues – not the Sears & Roebuck, mind
you – my gift guide of choice was Spencer Gifts.  Now in those years Spencer
Gifts offered products that might have lifted an eyebrow, but not the kind of
products they carry today.  I've told you before that my all-time favorite gift
was a table decoration I gave to my mom.  It was a plastic pineapple
surrounded by a wreath of leaves.  The charm of this elegant bit of decor was
that it had a little button you could push and it would light up!  You have not
dined until you have a glowing plastic pineapple as the centerpiece of your
Christmas buffet!

Finally, fifty or so years later the rest of you caught up to me.  Home
delivery of products is now the norm.  Granted, we have been using online
websites to order products for several years, but the pandemic dramatically
increased direct delivery to our homes.  Like many of you, I get texts regularly
giving me an update on some package that is supposed to be delivered to our
house, many of which I know nothing about!  But there is some excitement
about getting the message that a package has been delivered "In/At Mailbox
or At/Near Garage (which I do not have).  The US Postal Service, UPS,
FedEx, and Amazon deliver a lot to our doorsteps.

Tonight, our attention is directed, not to our mailboxes or front porches,
but to a stable thousands of miles and years away from us.  In that stable was
delivered a baby who is the Savior of the world.

Like you, we have several manger scenes in our home.  I have another
outside my office, a gift from a Muslim friend.  We have this beautiful creche
on the altar and another one in Sugg Foyer that features only Mary and
Joseph and the baby Jesus.



Whenever I set up a creche, I like to think about the story it tells.  What
was the stable like?  Who was there and where were they standing, sitting,
or kneeling?  What animals were present?  Where were they?  Were they
standing or lying down?  Were they eating hay or sleeping or doing other
things that animals do?  Did they seem to be aware that a baby was born? 
Did they sense that the Creator–their Creator–was in their midst, sharing their
space and their hay?

It occurred to me the other day that if their was no room in the inn
because it was full, that probably meant that the stable was full as well since
its primary purpose would have been to offer temporary housing for the
donkeys or beasts of burden owned by the innkeeper and guests.  That
caused me to think a bit more about the stable where Jesus was born.

One of our nieces had a baby two days ago.  The Labor and Delivery
Suite in which little Blakeley was born was equipped with a high-tech,
comfortable bed, a pull-out sofa for Dad, as well as a whirlpool bath, a 55" HD
TV, and all the internet access you might need.  Obviously, the team that took
care of our niece and her daughter was comprised of highly skilled
professionals who had the latest technology, equipment, and medications
available for whatever might happen.  I don’t know for certain, but many
hospitals offer the parents a steak and champagne dinner afterward to
celebrate the birth.

I don’t think Mary and Joseph had quite those amenities at their
disposal.  Most likely the stable was a cave rather than the wooden structures
we put on our tables as centerpieces (also, complete with a light and
sometimes greenery).  Was the cave shallow or deep?  Did it have a high or
low ceiling?  Was their adequate ventilation to keep the stench at bay and
sufficient closure to hold of the winter wind?  Was a midwife summoned to
help Mary or did the innkeeper's wife reassure the young woman that her
baby would arrive safely?  Did Joseph stand by helplessly or was he right
beside Mary coaching her through this most painful and joyous experience in
her then short life?

I have to admit that through the centuries, we Christian believers have
sanitized the story that Luke tells us.  Granted, he did not dwell on the details,
but anyone in first century Palestine who heard the story would nod with
understanding about the terrible circumstances in which Jesus was born.
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For a moment imagine the cave–dark, damp, cold, dirty, smelly. 
Imagine trying to rest between contractions with a donkey braying or another
animal doing what all animals do.  Think about being so far from home, from
a mother who otherwise would have been at your side to help welcome this
child.  How frightening it must have been!  How helpless Joseph must have
felt.  Most fathers today don’t know what to do other than to coach breathing
and allow their hand to be squeezed until the circulation is cut off!  Was
Joseph trying to calm and reassure Mary?  Was he demanding that the
innkeeper find a midwife?  Was he constantly having to push some curious
creature away so that his wife was not trampled?

I love the manger scenes that we use to remind us of Jesus’ birth, but
I know we should probably find ways to remind ourselves of how much that
stable-cave was like our lives: messy, dark, smelly, gritty, crowded, and
frightening.  Granted, there was surely the sweet smell of fresh hay and
hopefully the warmth of a fire to comfort Mary and Joseph as their baby boy
was delivered on that dark night.  Overall, however, it was a tough place to
welcome new life.

What we need to remember on this dark night is that even after all these
years, the sacred space of that stable-cave continues to deliver to us.  It
delivers grace.

Grace is that gift that we don’t expect and certainly don’t deserve.  It is
the surprise you unwrap on Christmas morning with hand hands trembling
with excitement as you tear away the paper and discover the one thing that
you had hoped for but never thought you would get.  Grace is that gift you
asked for but never expected because you knew that it was too valuable, too
hard to find, too expensive for someone like you.  But there it is–and it’s
yours!  And you exclaim, “It’s just what I wanted!”  And this time you really
mean it!

I hope you enjoy this night and tomorrow and however long you allow
Christmas to linger this year.  Let the light from your trees and candles and
creches (and even the little pineapple on your table) break through whatever
darkness might be hanging over you.  Allow the laughter of family and friends,
the delight of children playing, the generosity of presents, and the fun of
Santa remind you of the joy that is at the heart of this celebration.  Let the
giving and receiving of gifts remind you of God’s self-giving love.  And allow
the wonder of it all to fill the sacred space wherever and with whomever you

3



find yourself.  That is your sanctuary where God comes to meet you this
Christmas.

Remember this: God loves you.  God loves you enough to come into the
often messy, dark, cold, frightening, and smelly stable of your life to deliver
grace to you.  You don’t deserve it.  You did not earn it.  But God wants you
to have it because, after all, love is generous.  And God loves you!

There it is–wrapped like a baby, crying, grinning, laughing, smiling,
loving–it is hope and love and peace and joy all wrapped into one glorious gift
called grace.  This is sacred space.  This is sanctuary.  God is here. 
Emmanuel.  Grace!

h     h     h

December 24, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving

Your grace has appeared for our salvation, O God, and we are truly
thankful.  We know that you have come to save our souls–and we are grateful
for that.  But we also know that you have come to save our lives, to redeem
the moments and hours and days of our lives so that they have meaning and
purpose and joy.  We pray that this Christmas will be the one when we take
your offer seriously and truly accept the gift of love and salvation that has
come to us in Jesus Christ.

We do not need to repeat all of the needs and concerns that weigh
heavily upon us; you know them already.  As those concerns course through
our minds and bubble up from the depths of our hearts, remind us how much
you care about them and us.  Reassure us that you have not and will not
abandon us and give light to the path that we should follow to find our way
forward.

We are grateful to share life and to be a part of this generous world you
have given us.  Help us to live in a way that honors this gift.  Teach us
humility, gratitude, kindness, and generosity.  There is a lot of hurt and hate
in our world.  Help us God to avoid participating in it and to find ways to cure
and heal it.  Help us to be your partners in creation again.

Thank you, God, for the gift of yourself in the form of a baby we know
as Jesus the Christ.  Perhaps, as we receive him once again tonight, we
might become more like him tomorrow.  May it be so for us all.  Amen.


