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Songs of the Season: The Baby—December 10, 2017 
Second Sunday of Advent 

Rev. Dr. Linda Even 
The United Church of Fayetteville 

310 E. Genesee St., Fayetteville, NY 
 
For Reflection:  "In the best of all possible worlds, a baby is a sign that a love affair has taken place."                                                           
Barbara Brown Taylor 
 
Gospel Reading:  Luke 2:7-17  
And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, 
because there was no place for them in the inn. In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, 
keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of 
the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for 
see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of 
David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in 
bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the 
heavenly host, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among 
those whom he favors!” When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to 
one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has 
made known to us.” So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the 
manger.  When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child;  
 
Sermon: Songs of the Season: The Baby 

Our hymns today have a lullaby quality to them – sweet, comforting songs for babies, about 
babies or rather about  a baby.  They evoke many of our fondest memories of the Christmas season.   

As we anticipate Christmas and the birth of Christ this year, the Worship Committee is looking 
for that baby (as well as the rest of the Holy Family), the baby Jesus, for our original nativity on 
Christmas Eve morning.   There is something so seasonally appropriate about having one's eye out for a 
Christmas baby and the family who would bring him into the world.  (BTW-if you can fill any of those 
parts, please be sure to speak to Trudy Baylis or any member of the worship committee.)   

Once upon a time, it would have been unheard of for anyone but a boy baby fill the role.  There 
was often a fair amount of competition among adults for which newest baby got the coveted slot; and 
no doubt, highly un-Christian arguments about the preference for a youngest baby girl over a days older 
baby boy .   

I am happy to say that as far as I know, UCF has always had a broader perspective on "filling the 
manger."  We have had boy babies, twin girl babies, single girl babies, and a baby John the Baptist.  We 
had doll babies, whose "mothers" refused to let the little children look at him for fear of germs, or who 
were unwilling to put their baby doll in a manger –who knew what had been in it before?!  Mothers of 
real live babies have bundled their infants and handed them over in blizzards for the outdoor nativity 
scene when they were only a few days old and dropped them in the manger – thinking they are building 
up their immune systems, if they think about it at all.   

Last year, one of the fondest memories of the season was watching a baby's toes dance over the 
edge of the manger for the whole service.  We like babies – they make us smile, reassure us about the 
future and restore our sense of wonder.  

For all the good feelings, and seemingly ageless traditions and fond memories, it may be hard to 
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believe, but Christmas didn't rise to a feast day until several centuries after Christ's death and its current 
level of celebration until much much later.  (That is reference to celebrations in the church.  We won't 
be spending our time bashing secular celebrations.  They are a whole different animal.)   

We have two gospels which tell portions of what we refer to as the nativity story – one in 
Matthew; one in Luke.   They agree that Jesus was born in Bethlehem; that his mother was Mary and 
father was Joseph of the house of David; and that he was born in the reign of Herod.  They both defy the 
laws of biology, even as they were understood in their own time; they include different events; he 
fulfilled different prophecies; and the gospel writers place different emphasis on Jesus' role in the world.  
Those discrepancies were as easily identifiable in the gospel writers' time as our own and did not seem 
to overly concern them or their early readers – so, for today, they won't concern us either.  Yet 
Christmas remained a minor day on the calendar for a long time.    

It didn't become a feast day of the church until the middle of the sixth century.  This was several 
hundred years after Easter, the resurrection being the defining event of Christianity.   It remained a 
relatively unimportant feast, (in the way we might think of Ascension Sunday) for almost another 
millennium.   

Perhaps, counter-intuitively, it became an important story for pastoral care in the midst of 
Western Europe's Black Death.  In the face of the extraordinary suffering and rampant death, the people 
did not need to hear about the suffering Christ, (the image which had been predominant until that 
time), but rather sought a softer image – of a vulnerable and compassionate God.  It was then that the 
nativity story began its rise in recognition as an important feast day.  

The particular feature of Jesus' birth that was emphasized was his humble birth.  That was 
something both gospel writers were clear on.  We tend to think and sing of that humility as reference to 
a lack of pride or braggadocio; and having no tendency to broadcast his habits or activities or wealth or 
friends—having no desire or inclination to make a spectacle of himself.    However, "humble" had a very 
different cast in those days—one that may be for us less comfortable.   

"Humble" referred to Jesus' origins.  He was born human, not a god—and there were plenty of 
religions whose savior came to earth as a God.  He was from a fine family fallen on hard times – that is, a 
very distant descendant of David, but scarcely one living a palatial life.   He did not have access to an 
exceptional education, schools, or inherited wealth.    He was born, if not into poverty, certainly into a 
working class home.   

The gospel writers reinforce this image, as well as providing the first hints of for whom this 
savior came, by telling us the first visitors to gaze at the child were shepherds.  Shepherds were low on 
the social totem pole, not outcast, but still at the very bottom of society.  We know that even if we don't 
think we do.  

In the traditional means of filling out the roles in a children’s nativity, there is a social or age-
related ladder to climb.  The youngest children are sheep, milling around in bleating confusion; then 
they acquire their first speaking parts as shepherds.   Here, we have actually made the shepherds to be 
an in-demand role because we provide crooks.  At least we do when our overseeing adults aren't bitten 
by the exceeding caution bug.  After that, in ascending order and decreasing numbers, players rise to 
angels, royal visitors from the east and Mary and Joseph.    

Shepherds are just a rung above animals and they will be among the first to recognize him—not 
the religious, the religious authorities or earthly powers.   As a matter of fact, just about everyone is 
going to be ahead of the religious in recognizing him.   After identifying Mary and Joseph as Jesus' 
parents, the shepherds at the manger is the second sign that Jesus has come even for the sake of the 
poor, the outcast, and the lowly.   

We literally re-enact the activity year after year, filling the cast with children.  It is a wonderful 
valuable tradition, as long as we don’t forget that we re-enact that pageant faithfully, day in and day out 
all year long.  And we need to remember who we all are in the pageant.  The stories remind us that we 
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come not as doting parents, awestruck at the life born to us, not as heavenly choirs, or astrologers with 
the wisdom of the skies, but as those in need of a savior.  We respond to the things God has made 
known to us about this child, not as religious authorities, but as people in need of a savior, people in 
need of a humble and compassionate God.  We need to come as a people with no more pride than came 
our God. 

And like the shepherds, we are not to linger at the manger, but once we have seen the child, we 
need to go back into the world and make known what has been told to us about this child—the most 
important speaking part of all. 
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves  
O Promised One:  We do wait in expectancy and hope to see your will unfold in our lives.  We wait for 
babies to arrive, for invitations to come, for answers about jobs and the future.  We wait for love to 
grow, for reconciliation to seem possible, for grief to fade.  We wait for wedding days, for guests to 
come, for the phone to ring.  We wait for purpose, for peace, for possibility.  We wait for your Son, for 
You.  We hold our breaths waiting for the breath of Your Spirit.   
Grant us your Spirit, God, that our waiting might indeed by urgent and hopeful.  That we might be 
partners with you and with one another, in seeing, in discovering, in hearing and in bringing about the 
very things we wait for.   For you have planted the seeds of those things in us.   Help us to nurture 
possibilities within ourselves and one another that they might grow and have life. 
In this holy season, as we are sensitive to preparing ourselves for your Son's coming, let us be tuned as 
well to all those around us who are also waiting.  Waiting for You and waiting for us.  Let us be generous 
with the giving of our presence and grace, that those who are lonely might find a welcome in our eyes, 
that those who are guilty or ashamed might find forgiveness in our hearts.  By the power of your Spirit, 
may those who are hungry eat the food we prepare, those who are poor enjoy the gifts we share, those 
who are hopeless feel your Son's love as we offer it in the world, those who yearn for peace and safety 
see us work for those things for others.        
Help us to make room in our own hearts and in the world for your Son to be born anew – he who taught 
us to pray together... 

 


