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My brothers and sisters in Christ, God is either crazy or in love. Perhaps both. We
believe that God is the origin, foundation and destiny of our human race, our world
and the universe – almighty, all-knowing, immortal – yet He chooses to enter
creation as a creature, compressing His infinite Being into the confines of a baby’s
body and soul. That doesn’t make sense – unless He is moved by an immense love
that surpasses our ability to understand it.
But love is why the Son of God came into the world. St. Paul tells Titus and us
that, in Jesus, the kindness and generous love of God our Savior appeared. In him
God entered human history, for He does not hold Himself aloof from us but
engages us on our own turf. The Incarnation, God’s coming in human flesh, is His
decisive intervention in history. So, St. Luke emphasizes that it happened when
Augustus was the emperor in Rome and Quirinius the governor in Syria. The
baby’s arms in the manger reach out to embrace us all in love, God’s crazy love.
That’s what we celebrate this morning.
On Christmas Eve in 1223, near the little town of Grecio in Italy, St. Francis of
Assisi set up the first Nativity scene in a cave. He brought an ox, a donkey and a
feeding trough, threw straw on the floor and invited his friars and the townspeople
to come see what the birth of Christ was like. He hoped that seeing the poverty,
humility and simplicity in which the Son of God was born would challenge their
materialism – for they were avid consumers, like us.
I wonder if our circumstances this year, as we make our way through the
COVID-19 pandemic, might help us see St. Francis’ point: God came to us not in
wealth but in poverty: he was laid in a manger, for there was no room for them in

the inn. He came in humility: rather than being surrounded by the rich and
powerful, he was visited by shepherds living in the fields and keeping night watch
over their flocks. He came in simplicity: he was wrapped . . . in swaddling clothes,
not in royal garments, though he was indeed a king, the King of kings.
The pandemic has reduced some of the pageantry we associate with Christmas:
choir concerts, Nativity plays and even the decorations in some churches – a taste
of poverty. We are humbled by the need to wear masks, keep washing our hands
and refrain from shaking hands and embracing. But it is an opportunity to give our
attention to the simple, profound meaning of Christ’s birth, like Mary, who kept all
these things, reflecting on them in her heart: this is how much God the Father loves
us, that He gave us His Son in a nature identical to ours.
How appropriate are Isaiah’s words: Your Savior comes! Here is his reward with
him, his recompense before him. You shall be called “Frequented,” a city that is
not forsaken. God’s love leads Him, the Creator, to visit our earthly city and unite
Himself to us forever through His incarnate Son. We all want this pandemic to end,
but if it makes us focus on the stark truth of Christ’s birth, then this dark cloud has
a silver lining.
The angel tells the shepherds: Do not be afraid, for behold, I proclaim to you good
news of great joy which is for all the people. For today in the city of David, a
Savior has been born for you, who is Christ and Lord. A few years ago, when I was
talking with my office staff, a woman burst into the parish office and announced,
“Rejoice with me! I’m fifty years old and I’m going to have a baby!” The secretary
and data entry person, both mothers, nearly fell out of their chairs but soon we all
congratulated her and shared her joy. In a country where many couples routinely
thwart the conception of a child and others decide to end a pregnancy already
begun, that woman’s joy reminded us of the truth: how good it is that a child be
conceived and born!
That holds true for any child, but the one whose birth we remember today,
conceived in difficult circumstances and born in poverty, is unique for what he
would do for all those born of woman. As Paul says, God saved us through Jesus
Christ our Savior, so that we might be justified by his grace and become heirs in
hope of eternal life. He was born to set us free from sin and death, two enemies we
can’t defeat on our own. That’s the best Christmas gift.
So, what do we take away from this Christmas feast? First, like the angels and the
shepherds, ought we not to praise God for His love made visible in the birth of His

Son? If God loves us this much, individually and as a people who bear His name,
we can endure the privations of this pandemic and be confident that we can handle
any hardship we encounter, for God is with us.
Second, the God who loves us through His Son teaches us to love one another. Yes,
He wants us to love Him above all things but, as St. John tells us, whoever does not
love a brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen [I John
4:20]. In the way we treat one another, in our help even to strangers, in our prayers
for others, we imitate the God who so deeply loves us.
Finally, we must not keep Christ’s presence in the world to ourselves, for, as the
angel said, it is good news of great joy, which is for all the people. We don’t have
to bang on people’s heads or knock on their doors but we can share our faith with
them when the opportunity arises. I outlined in my Advent letter to the faithful how
we can prepare the way for the Lord to enter other people’s lives: by praying for
them daily, fasting for them weekly and offering up our sufferings and good works
for them. Then, if they give us an opening, we should tell them why our faith in
Jesus and belonging to his people matter to us. God is crazy in love with them, too,
but they don’t know it yet.
So, be the shepherds who tell others of the Good Shepherd, born for them, the one
in whom all their hopes for true happiness lie. That’s the best Christmas present we
could ever give them.

