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This	is	the	season	of	darkness	in	the	northern	hemisphere.	We	have	just	celebrated	the	
Winter	Solstice,	the	longest	night,	and	each	day	will	begin	to	have	a	bit	more	light	until	
June’s	summer	solstice.	
	
Bethlehem	is	also	in	the	northern	hemisphere.	Roughly	it	is	about	the	same	latitude	as	
Savannah,	Georgia.	And	so,	like	us,	Bethlehem	experiences	long	dark	nights	in	December.			
	
I	find	it	notable	that	the	images	of	darkness	dominate	our	engagement	with	the	Christmas	
story.	Although,	the	Christmas	story	certainly	includes	moments	of	daylight.	I	doubt	that	
Mary,	Joseph,	and	all	the	other	many	people	forced	to	travel	for	the	census	did	so	at	night.	
And	yet,	here	we	are,	at	night	in	a	sanctuary	where	most	religious	services	are	held	only	in	
the	light	of	day.	What	would	Christmas	be	without	sparkling	stars	or	flickering	candles?	
	
Considering	the	darkness,	I	wonder,	how	dark	was	it	in	the	stable	the	night	Jesus	was	born?		
	
I’m	not	asking	because	I	place	great	weight	on	the	accuracy	of	this	ancient	text	which	was	
never	written	to	be	“history”	in	the	modern	sense.		I’m	asking	because	as	a	story	I’m	
intrigued	by	the	earthly	particularities	conveyed	in	the	narrative.		
	
How	dark	was	the	stable?	Was	there	a	lantern?	Or	only	the	light	of	stars	and	moon?	Was	it	
truly	a	silent	night?	How	noisy	were	the	animals	with	their	snorts	and	bellows,	their	stamps	
and	shifts	of	body	through	the	night?	What	did	the	stable	smell	like?	Amidst	the	scent	of	
fleece	and	fur,	manure	and	blood,	was	there	also	a	freshness	of	cold,	winter	air?	Of	air	
unpolluted	by	modern	sources	of	carbon	and	chemical?		
	
In	the	Christian	Bible,	three	of	the	four	gospels	give	us	narrative	detail	that	relay	clues	to	
such	questions.	There	are	place	names	of	still	extant	cities	which	serve	as	sign	posts	of	
geography	and	climate.	There	is	a	manger,	that	little	world	from	which	we	envision	a	whole	
stable	of	animals.	And	there	are	shepherds	in	a	field	with	flocks	whose	nighttime	work	
begets	a	multitude	of	stars	and	twinkling	lights	into	our	imagination.		
	
Can	you	imagine	the	Christmas	story	without	these	details?	What	if	we	only	had	the	version	
in	the	Gospel	of	John	with	its	philosophical	proclamation	“In	the	beginning	was	the	
Word,	and	the	Word	was	with	God,	and	the	Word	was	God.”	What	if	there	was	only	
theological	analysis	but	no	story?	
	
As	we	celebrate	Christmas	in	carols,	readings,	and	pageants,	it	is	the	story	of	an	earthly	
birth	we	remember.	The	story	of	a	long,	dark	winter	night	with	animals	and	shepherds,	
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stables	and	stars,	babies	and	a	new	mother	trying	to	make	sense	of	it	all.	Can	you	imagine	
the	story	without	the	animals?	The	night?	The	stars?	
	
The	poem,	“Christmas	Mail,”	by	Ted	Kooser	points	to	these	earthy	details	which	make	their	
way	onto	cards	sent	and	received	each	year.	I	love	the	juxtaposition	of	the	everyday	act	of	
delivering	mail	with	the	ancient	details	of	sandals,	camels,	hazelnut,	and	myrrh.	Christmas	
would	not	be	Christmas	without	these	earth-based	details.		
	
And	so	on	this	Christmas,	I	invite	you	to	also	notice	all	the	earthy	scents	and	sounds,	
animals	and	people	that	make	this	holiday	holy	for	you.	We	live	earth-based	lives	immersed	
in	the	sharp	scents	of	evergreens,	the	sweet	taste	of	cookies,	the	soothing	touch	of	a	loved	
one,	the	sudden	sound	of	a	child’s	laughter	.	.	.	or	our	own.		
	
As	people	whose	bodies	and	physical	abilities	vary,	we	may	have	differing	access	to	senses	
of	sight,	sound,	smell,	taste,	or	touch.	Even	so,	we	are	all	earth-based	in	our	living.	All	of	our	
lives	are	part	of	the	interconnected	web	of	life.	As	such,	each	scent,	sound,	or	taste	is	an	
opportunity	to	be	reminded	of	the	wonder	of	being	part	of	this	larger	web	of	Life.		
	
I	think	it	matters	that	Christmas	retains	its	earth-based	details	as	part	of	the	ancient	story	
we	tell	again	and	again.	These	details	remind	us	that	we	live	within	cycles	of	light	and	dark,	
within	spaces	shared	with	animals,	and	with	travelers	from	many	different	places	on	earth.	
We	are	earth-based	creatures	who	daily	have	the	opportunity	to	experience	wonder.	If	we	
but	take	the	time	to	notice,	our	earthly	lives	are	full	of	holy	moments	of	birth,	of	connection,	
of	beauty,	and	of	love.		
	
In	this	holiday	season,	may	we	all	be	newly	born	to	the	wonder	of	this	earthly	life.	
	
So	may	it	be.	
Amen.	
	
	


