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MEDITATION: Hope Begins In The Dark   
 
Before I was born, my mom took a trip to Poland.   
 
I can’t even remember why she went at this point.  But she went to Poland and 
she returned with this marvelous contraption that was only taken out of its 
box once a year, on Christmas Eve.  It was a nativity scene constructed out of a 
very light balsam wood, with shepherds and wise men and sheep placed 
around the outside edge of a circular platform like a tiny carousel. Inside this 
ring of spectators, Mary and Joseph were huddled on their knees, peering into 
the very center of the circle, where the baby Jesus lay on his back, gazing 
peacefully toward heaven. This entire scene was contained within the frame 
of a delicate stable, which rose above the platform and was crowned with 
propeller wings, like a wooden helicopter. On the four outermost corners of 
the nativity scene were four small candles. 
 
Can you imagine this thing?  Maybe you’ve seen it yourself.  They’ve actually 
been selling versions of them in the Christmas Village down in the Inner 
Harbor.   
 
Each year, when Christmas Eve arrived, my family would gather around this 
little Polish whirly-gig, light the four candles, and read Luke 2, the story of the 
birth of Jesus. While someone was reading the story, the heat rising off of the 
four candles would nudge the propeller wings until the whole carousel would 
begin to spin, as if by magic. “Let us go back to Bethlehem and see this thing,” 
the shepherds would say, and as I watched in amazement, they slowly began 
to circle the manger, while Joseph and Mary, their faces warm with candle 
light, only had eyes for Jesus. 
 
This was our annual Christmas Eve tradition, for many years. Until that one 
year, the time we wandered away from the nativity into the kitchen, forgetting 
to blow out the candles. No one noticed when the little stable caught fire, but 
hearing my mother’s cry I arrived in time to see the entire Nativity scene 
spinning wildly in the flames and smoke. The shepherds and wise men were 
whipping around the perimeter of the manger like one of those janky carnival 



rides and the Holy Family was just a blur of pirouettes like an ice skater. It was 
as though the entire stable was airlifted in a tornado, off to see the Wizard of 
Oz. All was not calm, but all was quite bright, at least until my mom dropped 
the whole flaming operation into the kitchen sink. 
 
I don’t want you to get me wrong – it was awful to see it go up in flames. But I 
will confess that there was also something a teensy bit satisfying about it.  
Why?  Maybe partly because sometimes teenagers like to see things burn.  But 
maybe also because even as a teenager I had the strong suspicion that our 
Christmas traditions don’t always tell the full truth about what it was like that 
night in Bethlehem.  Not to discount the beauty of the Nativity scene or the 
beauty of a carol like Silent Night.  I think those moments are deeply true.  But 
why are those moments powerful?  They are powerful because they emerge 
from the most unlikely place – the chaos of Mary and Joseph’s frightening, 
situation.  In fact, that’s the mark of Christmas Eve, I would argue, this little 
moment of peace in the middle of a world on fire.    
 
We prefer to minimize the chaotic aspects, I think, because we are human 
beings who like to be in control.  We think that the road to Christmas is paved 
with stellar preparation.  Gifts all purchased and wrapped.  Not gift cards, for 
crying out loud, but heart-felt gifts your friends and family will love.  The 
house all clean and decorated.  Long-standing family conflicts put on pause.   
 
It’s all well and good but sometimes it does feel to me like we are trying to get 
to the edge of the manger without passing through the tornado, the smoke, the 
fire.  And that, friends, ends up being something a little different than 
Christmas. 
 
We’ve heard a number of readings tonight but of course the most famous bits 
of this tale come from the Gospel According to Luke.  Luke gives a brief nod to 
the Empire before moving on to Mary and Joseph, but we shouldn’t be so 
quick to pass over these details: 
 
 “In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world 
should be registered.” (Luke 2:1) 
 
All the world should be registered.  Talk about a control freak.  Augustus 
doesn’t want to stop until every single human is in their rightful place.  Which 
is to say, registered and paying taxes.  This Imperial Decree from Caesar is the 



force that sets Mary and Joseph off towards Bethlehem, unmarried, pregnant, 
and broke.  When they arrive they discover that every guest room is full, likely 
because of all the other people who have also been forced to travel and 
register.  So they are huddled into the stable with other animals when Mary 
goes into labor.  Their world was spinning out of control under the weight of 
an Empire that did not care whether they lived or died so long as their coins 
went into the coffers.     
 
And this is the moment when the child was born.  
 

*** 
 
Our theme for the season of Advent here at Light Street was “Hope Begins In 
The Dark.” It’s Anne Lamott’s much more concise way of saying what I’m 
trying to say here – that struggle is the place where change begins.   
 
I heard this phrase again and again this year.  “I’m just not feeling Advent this 
year.”  “I’m not ready for Christmas.”  “It’s hard to be in the Christmas spirit 
right now.”   
 
People mean different things when they say that, of course.  Some of them 
mean that they can’t imagine celebrating Christmas without their partner or 
child or parent in the room.  It’s unimaginable.  Some of them mean that their 
workload has kept them underwater, surfacing only moments before the baby 
is born, wondering if they’ll even be able to spend time with family before 
heading back to the office.  Some people are overwhelmed with the state of 
our nation, our politics, our national discourse.  Sometimes “The Empire” feels 
a little less metaphorical than others.   
 
Regardless of your circumstances, here’s some good news from our Christmas 
Eve narrative, that old story we tell again and again and again.  Christ was 
born into a world on fire.  Presents unwrapped, animals pooping on the floor 
in the corner, everyone on the verge of tears.  Into a scene of chaos and 
distress, into a world of unfathomable injustice, into a world characterized by 
violence and propaganda, a child was born that changed everything.  
 
It’s worth asking ourselves the question, when we feel ourselves shaking with 
fear or doubt or frustration this time of year.  Are we moving further away 



from the Christmas we always imagined, or are we moving closer to the Christ 
we could never imagine, the One who is always unexpected?  
 
The Lutheran Bishop Craig Satterlee writes that “Jesus is being born where he 
is needed most.” 1  That statement struck me as sort of facile when I first read 
it.  Hallmark Card material. But I reflected more on what it might mean to say 
that Jesus is born where he is most needed.  In fear. In darkness. In poverty. 
Outside the corridors of power and far outside, it must be said, the corridors 
of organized religion.  
 
How typical that we would fool ourselves into believing the opposite: that 
Jesus is born where we need him least, where we are most prepared, most 
certain, most loved.  That we can adopt a stiff upper lip and a cheerful 
Snapchat filter and somehow we will just usher ourselves to the manger.   
 
At the end of the day, I believe that it is good news – the best news - that we 
are dead wrong about that.  Jesus was born into brokenness, so that we who 
are broken, would know how deeply we are loved.  We can and should tell the 
truth about that.  To do so is to make ourselves available to the One who 
comes to us in that tender place.   
 
In a moment, we will gather around the communion table, which is a funny 
way to celebrate the birth of a baby.  But with Jesus it’s just a variation on a 
theme.  For God so loved the world that God took on flesh and moved into our 
neighborhood, messy as it is. So that we would know that we do not walk this 
road alone.  So come, let us adore him.  Amen.   
 

                                                      
1 http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1522 


