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The manger scene is a powerful image that much of our Western culture has inherited: The mother, the child, the shepherds, the father, the Wise Men, the animals, the straw, the manger, the bright star, and somewhere — unseen but nearby — the inn, the one that was filled up for the night.

I invite you to imagine that the child is being held by his mother, feeling warm, full, content, loved, cared for. In much the same way, each of us has had someone who would embrace us, a parent, grandmother, aunt, another special family member, perhaps even a nurse. That is one way in which this image is so universally appealing and so deeply personal. Every time we think of that image, we are born anew; we relive the experience of being held, being loved and being nurtured, and of our holding, loving and nurturing. 

I invite you now to enter into the feelings and emotions of the young mother, how it might feel to hold a tiny living human and know that it is totally dependent upon you for its every need. What an awesome responsibility.

Being there in the stable in my mind, taking in all the smells and the sounds of the animals announcing their presence, I can see Joseph over in the corner of the stable, quietly thinking about all of the things that need to be done and making plans to do them. All the while, Mary is already doing what is most important at that moment, holding and feeding the baby.

Go ahead. Enter the manger in your mind. Let the baby grasp your finger. Gently pick the baby up. Hold the baby close. Rock the baby slowly; hum a lullaby. Know that another generation has been born, the future of the world come to replace all of us. Know that each one of us, you and me, is a worthy and critical link in the procession of generations. 

I believe that people of every religious faith and spiritual persuasion can find some personal meaning by entering into the manger of their imaginations. It is good to have a season of hope in the midst of the darkness of winter, the darkness of loss of jobs and homes, the lack of health care and insurance, and the presence of hunger and homelessness, anxiety and great uncertainty.

For me, the image of the baby in the manger is a powerful reminder that a new generation is coming and that, maybe, if we are lucky, this new generation will be a little wiser, a little more gentle, more caring and loving than we have been. The mystery of life begins again. And I am filled with hope. 

I believe the story of the birth in the manger is deeply ingrained in the culture of Western civilization because it touches a universal truth and human need: our need to be filled with hope, again and again. Unitarian Universalist religious educator Sophia Lyon Fahs reminds us that “each night a child is born is a holy night.”

May our homes and those whom we love be blessed by the spirit of love this day and all the days of our lives. May we know in new ways that we belong, that our lives matter and that we are loved, unconditionally. May every new life be a blessing to the world.
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