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Visions of Nativity 

On the 4th Sunday of Advent we are ready and eager for the birth of Jesus. 
The Gospel of Matthew gives us a rather low-key synopsis of how it happened. But 
in his short description he manages to answer a couple of questions about who this 
Jesus is. In particular, Matthew addresses the genealogy of Jesus through Joseph, 
who is descended from the house of David. If Joseph is not Jesus’ biological father, 
how can Jesus himself be traced to David? The answer is because Joseph is 
betrothed to Mary, he is already considered her husband, and therefore is the legal 
father of her son. That doesn’t exactly work for me. But I am a product of modern 
genetics, and this is an ancient story that attempts to interpose human and divine 
lineage. 

Matthew also deals with the notion of conception by the Holy Spirit.  He 
states that if it were not so an angel of the Lord would not have come to tell Joseph 
not to abandon Mary, since her offspring is to be holy.  

And there is also reference to the reading from Isaiah, about a woman with 
child fulfilling God’s promise. It all adds up to a succinct picture of this holy birth, 
foretold in Scripture. 

Many of us send and receive Christmas cards. The ones with religious 
themes tend to picture the Nativity – the holy birth – for which we have been 
preparing. You’ve all received, and maybe given, such cards.  

Jim Taylor, a Canadian commenter on religious subjects – whose twice-
weekly posts I read – had a column last week on this subject.  His focus was on 
how artists have portrayed the Nativity over the years. He notes that it is relatively 
easy to paint a mother and child or baby, but different cultures show different ways 
of pairing them. In western art, Mary carries the baby in her arms. Not perched on 
her hip, like eastern mothers, or slung on her back, like African or Inuit mothers.  

And the setting? A rustic stable serves for some artists. Jim Taylor points out 
that others paint what “looks like an Italian villa with Corinthian columns entwined 
with grape vines. But,” he continues, “Mary is almost always seated, not squatting 
cross-legged on the ground.” Other characters, Joseph, stable animals, shepherds, 
wise men and a star may be included, or not.  



Then there is the issue of Jesus’ divinity. How does an artist indicate 
holiness? The halo is one standard way. It may be a thin gold line, or something 
more like a gold platter behind Jesus’ head. Some artists make both Mary and Jesus 
glow. And some artists play with light and dark in their compositions. The eastern 
churches tended to reject that a baby could be holy, so their Jesus is often portrayed 
as a miniature adult sitting with Mary while making a holy sign with his hand.  

Another common way to indicate holiness is with angels. How many angels 
are hovering in your Christmas card? 

Obviously, pictures of the Nativity vary with cultural and religious trends. 
Jim Taylor asserts that we choose a particular image because we agree sub-
consciously with the theology expressed in it.  

Why send a picture of the Nativity at all? What are we trying to say when 
we pick such an image? Instead of a picture of Santa or a wintry scene?  

I think we are trying to bring an historic event into the present. To make 
Jesus’ birth a statement of our belief in God’s continuing care and love for creation. 
And, by extension, to reflect on what needs to be born in each of us. As long as we 
are alive, there is new creation – new birth – urging to burst forth in us. That is part 
of our shared theology of both incarnation and resurrection. 

Do we still need Jesus among us today? I think we do, more than ever. 
Whatever your view of current events – political, social or climate – I’m confident 
that you, like me, see some worrisome signals.  

If Jesus were to be born as a flesh and blood baby today what might be his 
reception? Who would recognize him? Who would protect him and his parents so 
that he could grow to adulthood? And once he grew up, who would listen to him? 
The historical Jesus didn’t have an easy road. 

I really wonder in what form, in what culture, to what people, Jesus might be 
born among us today. If we believe Jesus is with us, who IS he?  

Mother Theresa used to make comments like “Jesus had a runny nose 
today.” She saw Jesus among the poorest of the poor and served Jesus by serving 
those people. It’s a challenging perspective to engage at Christmas time.  

Do we believe Jesus was born some 2000 years ago, lived an exemplary life 
and was crucified? Or do we believe those things and also that he was resurrected 
from the dead and lives among us in ways and forms that we do not, or maybe 



cannot understand.  Do we believe Jesus is God incarnate – God in human form? 
Because, if Jesus is God, he must be among us now, since we believe that God is 
eternal and ever-loving. And if we believe that, as I do, then God, Jesus and the 
Holy Spirit are at work in the world, among us, and listening to our prayers. It’s a 
whole lot to wrap our minds around, but the effort is worth it. 

The Nativity is one way to pay attention to this divine presence. It’s kind of 
like our celebration of the New Year, when we say we’re going to try to be our 
better selves.  

The Collect for the Fourth Sunday of Advent is such a call to be our better 
selves: “Purify our conscience, Almighty God, by your daily visitation, that your 
Son Jesus Christ, at his coming, may find in us a mansion prepared for himself; 
who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and 
for ever. Amen.” 

As Christians we have a responsibility to prepare not only for the birth of 
Jesus, but to prepare ourselves to welcome him. Our anticipation of Jesus’ birth is a 
way to ask Jesus to help us grow into our intended beauty and goodness as part of 
God’s creation, full of grace and truth. I can’t think of a better Christmas present.  
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