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 There’s always been something surprising about the cast of characters we assemble 

at Christmas. I’m not talking about the cast of people here tonight - you’re all lovely. I’m 

talking about the cast of characters we assemble for the story of Christmas every year. 

Sometimes I wonder if our familiarity with a Christmas creche makes it easy to miss how 

surprising this cast of characters really is. Because a creche is supposed to look like 

everyone belongs. They all have the same style and colors. They’re all alike. But the cast 

of characters we assemble at Christmas is one of the most eclectic and haphazard 

arrangements you’ll ever find.  

 Christmas is probably less like a curated collection and more like the stuff we pin-

up on our kitchen fridge. Seriously, the fridge is a quintessential American billboard. If 

there’s any part of our lives that resembles an eclectic & haphazard arrangement, it’s our 

fridge. Just take a moment & think about yours. While you’re doing that, I’ll offer a 

sample of the haphazard collection on ours: 

*  We have postcards from family & friends - right next to, 

*  Some recycling information from the City of Quincy - right next to; 

*  Some magnets from different ages & stages of our lives (from Starbucks where we 

met, to Ben & Jerry’s where we celebrated an anniversary, to Yosemite where we had a 

vacation, to Quincy Animal Shelter & Prince Edward Island from parishioners here at 

church) - right next to; 

*  Some ultrasound pictures of our growing baby - next to; 

*  A few coupons - right next to (perhaps most surprising of all);  
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*  A couple of bullet-ridden targets when someone took me to a shooting range. 

 Our refrigerator door is one of the most eclectic & haphazard collections you’ll 

ever find. It’s never the kind of thing you could just show someone and expect them to 

make all the connections — let alone the meaning. But it makes perfect sense to us — 

because that eclectic & haphazard collection is also the story of our lives. And I bet 

we’re not alone. You could all tell your own stories that are just as eclectic & obscure, 

and incredibly meaningful at the same time.  

 The story of a person is how we make sense of the haphazard collections we pin up 

on a fridge. The story of a person is how something as mundane as a fridge can become a 

living mosaic of things we cherish & hold dear. It’s all there. Together. And it all makes 

perfect sense — not because of any of the items themselves, but because of a person. 

There’s something about Christmas like that.  

 Christmas is one of the most eclectic & haphazard collection of characters you’ll 

ever find. It’s never the kind of story you could just show someone and expect them to 

understand all the connections — let alone the meaning. 

*  In the prophet Isaiah we hear about light & joy for a people in darkness. We hear 

about yokes & rods, and warriors' boots being thrown into a fire - right next to; 

*  The Psalm where we hear about creation rejoicing in the kingship of our God. We hear 

about salvation and trembling - right next to; 

*  Titus, with an admonition to renounce impiety while waiting for the hope of 

something that’s already been achieved - next to; 
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*  The Gospel of Luke where we meet a collection of characters who couldn't have less in 

common. We hear about emperors & governors, next to peasants with royal blood; we 

hear about a heavenly choir & shepherds in a field. At the center of it all is a child. 

 It’s easy to forget just how different these characters really are. One of the things I 

love about our creche at church is that we don’t just have the usual characters - we throw 

in a whole English village with flute players, fishermen, bakers, & random maidens 

carrying baskets. Great! Bring ‘em all. That’s the beauty of Christmas. 

 Because even though Christmas has always been a surprising collection of 

characters, for Christians it all makes perfect sense — not because of any of the 

characters themselves, but because of the story of Jesus; the story of God as a person.  1

The story of a person is how we make sense of this surprising & haphazard collection. 

That’s how we always make sense of the joyful things, the silly things, the meaningful 

things, the nostalgic things, even the painful things in our lives. It’s no different at 

Christmas. It all makes sense because of the story of God as a person.  

 We’ll never make all the connections & get all the meaning of Christmas with a 

single telling of the story. But tonight let’s highlight a couple of items that might be easy 

to miss; two items that help us make sense of the story of God as a person. The two 

items are: Caesar & the Manger. 

 In those days a decree went out from Caesar… (Lk. 2:1). It’s the kind of footnote 

we could easily overlook like a magnet on the fridge. But Luke invites us to hear Caesar 

 cf, Pilgrim: A Course for the Christian Journey, vol.1, p.81
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as a symbol that evokes a whole world of meaning. Caesar is the contrast to our story of 

God as a person. We know because by the time Luke mentions Caesar here at the 

beginning of chapter 2, we’ve already heard two songs about the downfall of Caesar in 

chapter 1. The first chapter of Luke is about two pregnancies; miraculous pregnancies — 

John the Baptist & Jesus — and each pregnancy comes with it’s own song: the song of 

Mary and the song of Zechariah. We hear two songs about God pulling down the 

powerful and lifting up the lowly; about God bringing salvation and showing mercy. We 

hear two songs about God’s strength and God’s mercy; God’s deliverance from any 

oppression or terror; two songs about deliverance from the world of Caesar. 

 Then we hear: a decree went out from Caesar Augustus. Luke places Caesar here 

like a magnet on the refrigerator door of Christmas to help us understand who God is not. 

The story of God as a person is the downfall of the world’s Emperors & Caesars. But God 

isn’t here as some rival or competitor.  

 So Luke shows us the manger. For us; maybe it’s just one more postcard on the 

front of our refrigerator. For Luke, it’s a key symbol for the story of God as a person. 

Luke places the manger here not just as a symbol of poverty or humility; but a symbol for 

the sacrament we celebrate every week of the year. At Christmas, the manger is our 

symbol for Jesus as heavenly food that brings life for the world. That’s the story of God 

as a person. Here, at the beginning, he’s wrapped in strips of cloth and placed in an empty 

trough. At the end, he’ll be wrapped in linen and placed in an empty tomb.  And in the 2

  Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, Sacra Pagina Series, p.53.2
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middle he’ll invite us to make the connection by telling “his friends, ‘This is my body, 

which will be given for you; do this in memory of me’ (Lk 22: 19).”  3

 Caesar introduces the contrast with Jesus by showing us that God is not some 

oppressive competitor. The manger reveals the identity of Jesus as one who brings true 

life to the world. Together —right next to each other— they show us, the story of God as 

a person has nothing to do with oppression, and everything to do with the sacrificial gift 

of God’s love.   4

 That’s why we keep coming back to this eclectic and haphazard collection of 

characters at Christmas. We keep coming back to re-learn the story of God as the story of 

perfect love in Jesus. We keep coming back not just to learn how the story of Jesus makes 

sense of these eclectic and haphazard characters in Scripture. We keep coming back to 

learn how the story of divine love makes sense of our own lives too; the story of divine 

love as the story of a person. 

 That’s how it always works. Right? The story of a person is how we make sense of 

all the eclectic & haphazard images in our lives; the joyful things, the silly things, the 

meaningful things, the nostalgic things, even the painful things. It’s no different at 

Christmas. At Christmas we’re invited to gather that haphazard collection of images and 

characters in our lives; to gather a living mosaic of everything we cherish & hold dear; 

everything we hope for or even fear. We’re invited to bring it together in one place so we 

 Barron, Catholicism: A Journey to the Heart of the Faith, pp.293

 Barron, p. 28.4
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we can discover God’s strength and God’s mercy; God’s deliverance from any oppression 

in the story of perfect love.  

 Our lives are probably never going to be the kind of thing we can simply show 

someone and expect them to understand all the connections, let alone the meaning. But at 

Christmas, we’re invited —again— into the story of God’s love as the story of a person. 

Because for Christians, the one thing that makes sense of all the haphazard characters & 

images in our lives is the even more surprising & life-giving story of this one person: 

Jesus. Amen.


