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In many households, the perfect nativity scene, or crèche, is a centerpiece of Christmas decorations. 

Whether we’re conscious of it or not, most of us are highly influenced by the pristine, elegant, rich-

looking images we see, both in household manger scenes, and in better-known paintings and sculpture. 

We “know” what that scene looks like (or what we want it to look like!) – baby Jesus smack in the 

middle, the adoring mother bending over the baby, a beatific expression on her face, while Joseph 

stands, keeping a protective eye on both; the cow and donkey nearby to provide warmth, the shepherds 

peering in, approaching tentatively, with a few sheep accompanying them; sometimes the wise men and 

their camels are lurking off to the side, not really supposed to be there yet but included nonetheless. 

Even if our common sense and our knowledge of history and our own life experiences all tell us that 

such a scene actually would have been impossible in the circumstances of 1
st
-century Judea, it’s still 

what we picture in our minds. 

 

I thought about all this last week when one of my United Methodist colleagues, Trey Hall
1
 wrote about 

the ways in which even the most carefully set up and arranged nativity scene can be “wrecked”. 

Sometimes, he suggests, this happens when children get creative and insist on moving the figures around 

or maybe, adding some new ones, characters that…well, let’s just say characters that the gospel writers 

Luke and Matthew didn’t see fit to mention! Sometimes a pet – it’s usually a cat- comes along and does 

the job. There’s actually web page that features pictures of cats “crashing” nativity scenes sometimes 

fitting in nicely, sometimes awkwardly, and sometimes just clearing out everything else.
2
  

 

One of my favorite “crèche-wrecking” scenes involves an episode of the British comedy series Mr. 

Bean,  in which the title character goes Christmas shopping at a department store and, while his 

purchase is being rung up, gets distracted by the very lovely, very classically formal nativity scene that’s 

set up nearby, right next to a bunch of children’s toys. The child-like Mr. Bean begins playing with the 

figures, first by mimicking the sounds of the cow, the donkey, and the dozen or so sheep that the 

shepherd brings in –all of which are quickly hushed up by the holy parents – and then bringing in toy 

soldiers, a dinosaur, and several other items before the angel of the Lord is flown in by toy helicopter 

and rescues baby Jesus by airlifting him to a bed in a nearby children’s play house. All of this has got 

me to thinking that in spite of the kind of perfection and precision that most of us – myself included! – 

like to have in our Christmas observances, decorations and celebrations, including our manger scenes, 

maybe those “wrecked nativities” might have a thing or two to teach us about Christ’s incarnation, the 

act of God entering our world as a human being. Even leaving dinosaurs and cats and toy helicopters 

aside, might a “wrecked crèche” be a more realistic representation of the events in Bethlehem all those 

centuries ago?  Might such imperfection have something to teach us, if we allow ourselves to imagine a 

different sort of nativity scene, the more realistic, life-like version of the story?  

 

Let’s begin with Mary and Joseph, exhausted from a long and very dangerous journey they had no 

choice but to make; they arrive in Joseph’s ancestral town of Bethlehem, stretched to its limits with 

visitors, and can’t find any place private enough for Mary to give birth except for a barn.  

                                                             
1 http://us8.campaign-archive1.com/?u=51f39b119f7d38f7781f2db86&id=4fd8dfedd3&e=0311e5de98  
2
 http://www.ranker.com/list/cat-nativity-scenes/ashley-reign?format=SLIDESHOW&page=14  
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But barns are smelly and messy, somewhat noisy; the straw on the ground would have been dirty and the 

manger quite possibly empty, with no comfortable cushioning of hay. It was no place for a newborn. 

The animals were as likely to ignore the infant as to adore him, or they may have been frightened by this 

baby who was no doubt cold and hungry and probably cried – a lot.  

It’s likely that Mary just wanted to take him and hide back in a corner somewhere, with Joseph on the 

lookout for anything dangerous – and there was plenty of danger. 

 

And then there were the shepherds, the ones who heard the holy tidings while “keeping their sheep” - 

keeping them safe from harm, as best they could. Shepherds were smelly and messy and dirty, too – they 

were outside with their flocks most of the time, day and night. They were pretty rough characters, some 

of them. And in hurrying off to see this baby who is both holy and human – which happens right after 

what we just read in the gospel – because they couldn’t possibly take all their sheep along, they took a 

risk to obey the angels and go looking for the baby. Their night, possibly even their livelihood, got 

wrecked. When they arrive at the stable they are as likely to push and shove and jostle each other as they 

are to form a neat and reverent line. And let’s not forget that Mary and Joseph didn’t actually know they 

were coming….None of this means they weren’t overjoyed to see this miracle, this long-awaited and 

newly born Messiah; only that it would not have been nearly as neat and orderly and perfect as we might 

want to imagine.  

 

The messiness doesn’t stop with the shepherds. In the coming weeks, several holy days on the church’s 

calendar will remind us of other visitors, other surprises, other threats. They will remind us of the 

unholy, messy, violent world into which our Savior was born, no different than the world into which we 

welcome him into our hearts anew this Christmas. Wise travelers journey hundreds of miles to see Jesus, 

bringing gifts that foreshadow his life and his death, only to be forced to map out a different way home 

because of a king’s treachery. Joseph had probably planned to return to Nazareth with his young family 

and resume his carpentry business, to have the best life they could. But that is all disrupted, it’s wrecked. 

Instead the holy family is forced to become refugees in Egypt – and who among us isn’t aware of the 

tragic plight of refugees the world over in our own time? But the couple had to protect their son from 

King Herod’s awful decree of death to all baby boys because this particular baby boy was just as 

vulnerable, just as mortal, as any of them, as any of us. None of this was planned or pretty, but it’s all 

part of this holy story. 

 

All these events remind us of the huge risk that God took on our behalf – a risk taken in love and care 

for this world that God created. Incarnation is not the action of a far-away, impersonal deity whose 

desire is to punish us or destroy the world – it is the action of a God who seeks to lead us out of our pain 

and misery by immersing himself in it for our sakes. If we truly seek beauty and joy and perfection in 

this Christmas season, we won’t find it in anything we can set up or manufacture – God, in this birth, 

has wrecked all our notions of our own power to save ourselves. We will only find what we seek in the 

love that God has for us – a love so strong and so overpowering that the only way God could express it 

was to stand in solidarity with us physically, to take on our flesh and blood and mortality and enter this 

world that is so imperfect, so very wrecked, but that God so badly wants to make right; and in God’s 

good and gracious time, that is exactly what God will do, through the grace of the One whose  birth we 

celebrate this night. 

 

Merry Christmas! 

 


