WHAT A DIFFERENCE A BABY MAKES!
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There was a commotion in Roaring Camp. It could not have been a fight, for in 1850 that was not novel enough to have called together the entire settlement. The ditches and claims were not only deserted, but Tuttle’s Grocery had contributed its gamblers, who, it will be remembered, calmly continued their game that day when French Pete and Kanaka Joe shot each other to death over the bar in the front room. That was, of course, before Cherokee Sal, the only female in the camp, died in childbirth, leaving a tough, lawless mining camp in California in the 1850’s to deal with a newborn baby.


Such is the premise of Bret Harte's short story, The Luck of Roaring Camp.  Here are rough and tumble miners who have, of all things, a baby in their camp. As soon as the baby comes into camp, the transformation begins. One by one, each of the miners becomes a different person. There are clothes to be made, meals to be prepared, washing and tending to be done, all for the little child of Roaring Camp. Wild honeysuckles and azaleas are picked and savored by men who had for so long smashed such things of beauty under their boots as they tramped toward their work. The men had suddenly awakened to the beauty and significance in such trifles. A flake of glittering mica, a fragment of variegated quartz, a bright pebble from the bed of the creek, became beautiful to eyes thus cleared and strengthened because of the baby. It was wonderful how many treasures the woods and hillsides yielded as playthings for little Tommy whom they called “The Luck.” 


Not only are the individual miners transformed, but the whole camp as well. Swearing and cursing, fighting and feuding, once typical of Roaring Camp, now cease. Each man tries to be on his best behavior because of the baby. Word was out in nearby Red Dog: “They’ve a street up there in Roaring Camp that would lay over any street in Red Dog. They’ve got vines and flowers round their houses, and they wash themselves twice a day. And they worship an Ingin baby.” What a difference a baby makes!


You know what I’m talking about. “I’ve decided,” he says to me, “that I’m going to ask the boss that I not travel as much this year. We have this baby now, you know.”


“We are trying,” she says, “to be careful what words we use around the house now. Those little ears hear everything, you know, and those words reappear.”


“I’m going to work on obeying my parents,” he says, “because now I’m the big brother for my little baby sister.”


What a difference a baby makes! We imagine that in the real world each of us is an independent operator, a tough cookie, a hard business person. And then a baby appears and we discover what the real world is like--we are interdependent with one another. We are vulnerable and have some soft spots. 


Some of us here tonight have a new baby in our home this year. A baby is what happens to all of us at Christmas, however. And not just any baby, for his name is Emmanuel--God is with us. Just like at Roaring Camp, each of us tries to be on our best behavior because this baby has suddenly appeared among us. And we are changed by the love of God. It’s a Holy Night. Baby Jesus is born! What a difference a baby makes!
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