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The Wonder of Christmas: A Manger  Sunday, 12/10/17 

1 Where is the most normal place for a person to be born? If you live in the United 

States, then you most likely were born in a hospital, attended by a medical doctor. In 2013, 

hospital births accounted for almost 99% of births in the United States.1 My birth in 1961 

was no exception. I was born at what used to be the Glenwood Hills Hospital in Golden 

Valley. Both of my children were born in hospitals as well. How many of you here were 

born in a hospital? Were any of you born on the way to a hospital? 

Here’s another surprising statistic. Most mothers giving birth in 2013, 61 percent of 

them, had an epidural for pain relief. I’m not going to ask you to raise your hand if you did. 

There is such a thing as too much information! But for some mothers, an epidural isn’t an 

option. For example:  

A woman was on her way to a Tacoma Hospital's delivery room when the elevator got 

stuck while in labor. She gave birth to a baby boy while she was trapped. Fortunately, her 

midwife and a nurse were with her, but her husband was one floor above. He was able to 

climb down to meet his new son and cut the umbilical cord… 

In Huntington Beach, a church pastor's wife had quite a Sunday surprise. She 

unexpectedly went into labor and gave birth at their local library where their Sunday service 

was happening. A friend said, ‘She didn't have the normal labor pains or anything. He came 

just like that.’… 

A woman stopped by a Newark, NJ McDonald's to get a quick bite when she suddenly 

went into labor. A smart patron waved down a policeman who came to her aid. ‘I found the 

lady on the floor of the bathroom and did what I was taught to do in the police academy,’2 

I’ll bet some of you have some interesting stories to tell about the unusual 

circumstances of either your own birth or the birth of someone you know. There have always 

been some people born in unusual places and unusual circumstances. As we continue our 

journey of reclaiming our wonder of the season of Christmas, we’ll ponder the wonder of the 

manger. Of all the places the Jews were expecting to find their Messiah, a manger would 

have been at the bottom of the list. Why did God choose to appear in the flesh in a place that 

                                                
1 https://www.babycenter.com/0_surprising-facts-about-birth-in-the-united-states 
2 www.babble.com/mom/11-weirdest-places-women-have-given-birth/ 
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upright Jews would have avoided? The original Christmas was a time marked with signs and 

wonders. This Christmas can be as well if we open our hearts to reclaim the wonder of the 

manger. 

2 It’s easy to get a little confused about some of those words we read, hear, and sing 

about in the Christmas story. The word “manger” is no exception. The manger isn’t a barn or 

a structure with a roof, it’s actually the little box Jesus was laid in. A manger is “a trough or 

open box in a stable designed to hold feed or fodder for livestock.”3 This is a picture of a 

manger used to feed pigs. What I love about this picture is that the manger is filthy. The food 

is slopped all over the ground and the pigs have drooled and licked all over it. And because 

we know that what goes in must come out, a typical manger is probably also accompanied 

by the mess and aroma of animal poop.  

I want you to imagine Mary giving birth to Jesus in a scene like this, wrapping him in 

cloth strips and then laying him in the trough. Can you imagine that? How does it feel? Does 

it seem wrong, or shocking? It should! This looks nothing at all like the crèches we set up in 

my family’s living room year after year, with each porcelain figure carefully painted and 

clean, and Jesus neatly laid in a pile of pristine straw. Reclaiming the wonder of the 

Christmas manger begins with facing what really happened. The Son of God was born to an 

unwed teenager in a barn, in conditions that were about as far away as possible from a 

modern hospital birthing room. There were no epidurals, no attending physicians and nurses, 

no sterile towels, sutures, and bandages- only a room full of animals and their messes and a 

crowd of shepherds that Mary had never met and certainly didn’t invite. 

3 My family had a tradition of acting out the Christmas story at home. Jana and I 

continued that tradition with our own children, and I’m guessing some of you have done the 

same. That’s me dressed as a shepherd on the left. Those heavy curtains in the background 

weren’t theater curtains- they were the curtains in our living room. Perhaps that gives you a 

sense of how long ago this picture was taken! I think that rather than the dirty food trough 

we just saw, this is much closer to the image of Christmas Day that most of us hold in our 

hearts. Clean, reverent, sweet. Looking at scenes like this we understand, at least a little, the 

                                                
3 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/manger 
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wonder of God coming to earth as a baby. But in the midst of singing “Angels We Have 

Heard on High” and “Away in a Manger,” we let the wonder of the holy overshadow the 

wonder of the ordinary. The wonder of the manger is not only that God came, that the holy 

appeared to us in the flesh, but that God came as a helpless child, crying and squirming as all 

children do, born under much less than ideal circumstances, and revealed first to the most 

ordinary and downtrodden people possible- shepherds from the fields. What was God 

thinking? 

4 Let’s not forget that Jesus was royalty, even by human standards. He was descended 

from King David, born in the City of David. And as the Son of God, Jesus was doubly royal. 

Jesus should have been born in a palace, attended on by palace midwives, wrapped in silken 

blankets and laid down in a jewel-encrusted golden cradle, serenaded by the finest 

musicians. Why then was Jesus laid in an ordinary animal feed trough, wrapped in plain 

cloths, and serenaded not by choirs of angels but by animals? Why was King Jesus attended 

on, not by a royal court, but by shepherds, common laborers living on the fringes of society 

who respectable Jews wouldn’t have even shared a room with? Theologian Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, in God Is in the Manger, wrote this about the wonder of the manger: 

[T]he wonder of all wonders [is] that God loves the lowly…. God is not ashamed of 

the lowliness of human beings. God marches right in. He chooses people as his instruments 

and performs his wonders where one would least expect them. God is near to lowliness; he 

loves the lost, the neglected, the unseemly, the excluded, the weak and broken.4 

5 Which nativity scene is the one you can most relate to? Both are true! Jesus is the 

king who was born in a barn. Jesus is the glory of God who came to save ordinary people. 

Jesus is God interrupting life, right in the middle of where ordinary life is happening. Jesus 

is all those things at the same time. When we try to grasp the wonder of the holiness of God 

being born, we risk conjuring up a Hallmark nativity scene and we miss the wonder of the 

ordinary. When we try to grasp the wonder of Jesus being born in a barn, we forget that the 

little bundle of squirming flesh in Mary’s arms is the divine creator of all.  Holding the two 

realities together is hard, but both are necessary. Dietrich Bonhoeffer offers this penetrating 

                                                
4 www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/14392722-god-is-in-the-manger-reflections-on-advent-and-christmas 
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insight into this marriage of the divine and the ordinary: 

Who among us will celebrate Christmas correctly? Whoever finally lays down all 

power, all honor, all reputation, all vanity, all arrogance, all individualism beside the 

manger; whoever remains lowly and lets God alone be high; whoever looks at the child in 

the manger and sees the glory of God precisely in his lowliness.5 

6 So which Jesus is speaking to you today: Jesus the divine or Jesus the ordinary? 

Some of us came to worship today with a desperate need to know the divine, to know that 

there’s more to life than walking through the routines of our ordinary days and nights. 

Others of us came to worship today wondering if a God so good and holy can really 

understand or care about what it means to navigate the challenges, hardships, and 

disappointments that come with wearing skin and walking this earth. The wonder of the 

manger is that in one bold stroke, God meets all of us exactly where we need God to be, the 

perfect intersection of the divine and the human, the holy and the ordinary. Christmas is 

coming, a time filled with wonder, a time when heaven and earth come together in the most 

unexpected of places, a manger. 

As we count down the days until Christmas and anticipate the “ordinary miracle” of 

Christ’s birth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer leaves us with this final encouragement from the manger: 

Look up, you whose gaze is fixed on this earth, who are spellbound by the little events 

and changes on the face of the earth. Look up to these words, you who have turned away 

from heaven disappointed. Look up, you whose eyes are heavy with tears and who are heavy 

and who are crying over the fact that the earth has gracelessly torn us away. Look up, you 

who, burdened with guilt, cannot lift your eyes. Look up, your redemption is drawing near. 

Something different from what you see daily will happen. Just be aware, be watchful, wait 

just another short moment. Wait and something quite new will break over you: God will 

come.6 

Please pray with me. God of glory, the angels sing of the peace you will bring to earth. We 

need to see your glory today. We long to see your peace on earth. So meet us in the manger 

and restore to us the wonder of your love. Amen. 

                                                
5 Ibid 
6 Ibid 
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