
IN THAT TIME AND THAT PLACE
Luke 2:1-7


In the days of Emperor Augustus and Governor Quirinius a baby is born. In that time and in our time we keep records according to terms of emperors and presidents, governors and athletic coaches. The time came to go to the hometown to register. Most know that registration requirements by presidents and governors are for the government’s plans and not for our advantage. 
And in that time of registration, Luke tells us the time came for Mary to deliver her child. If you have ever been part of the birth of a child, you know that this is not chronos time--normal time or government time. This is special time--kairos time. In regular time a child is born and that day becomes special time. 
Thirteen years ago this month I was in Bethlehem. The first question three-year-old Anne had for me when I returned home was, "Did you go to Bethlehem where Jesus was born?" 
"Yes, Anne, I was in Bethlehem."
"Did you see baby Jesus?" 
"No, Anne, baby Jesus was born there but is not there any longer."

On December 9, 1994, I visited Bethlehem and the Church of the Nativity. Underneath the church is a grotto--a cave-like room where tradition tells us that Jesus was born. Around the small entrance to a shallow cave were barriers and draperies and candles. To tell you the truth, I thought it was somewhat gaudy. I was not impressed! I was struck by the way we take the simplicity of Jesus' birth and make it a shrine and a temple in itself. That's ironic to me.


But as our group stood there around that manger scene, one of our members--Vicki--began to sing "Adeste Fidelis" in Latin. Then we all sang in English the first verse of the same hymn: "O come, all ye faithful. . . ." Someone read Luke 2, and we sang again, "Yea, Lord, we greet thee, born this happy morning, Jesus, to thee be all glory given. Word of the Father, now in flesh appearing, O come, let us adore him." 


In that small room underneath the Church of the Nativity, I was overwhelmed with the fact that Jesus had been born in that time and in that place. I doubt that we know for sure the exact time and the exact place where Jesus was born, but the exact time and the exact place are not so important to me. The truth of Christmas is that Jesus has been born in our world--yours and mine. We gather tonight because we wish to celebrate that Jesus has been born into our place and our time. 


Because Jesus was born in that place and that time, all places and all times can become holy places and holy times. This week Diane Gardner told me of a hymn in our worship book--Shaping Spirit, Move Among Us, by Elizabeth Cosnett (1992). The 3rd stanza praises the Lord:
Many are the ways you seek us, great the joy when each is found.

Once your gift of faith ignites it all the world is holy ground.

Tonight is a holy time in a holy place, but because Jesus was born in that place and that time, all of our places and times can be places and times where we experience the holy in a kairos moment. Perhaps you will experience holiness tonight in this worship room, or at your kitchen table, or in a quiet place in nature, or at your desk at work, or around a hospital bed, or even beside a crib.  
We will hear in a moment from John: The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth. (John 1:14). Frederick Buechner writes, “That is what incarnation means. It is untheological. It is unsophisticated. It is undignified. But according to Christianity it is the way things are. All religions and philosophies which deny the reality or the significance of the material, the fleshly, the earth-bound, are themselves denied. Moses at the burning bush was told to take off his shoes because the ground on which he stood was holy ground (Exodus 3:5), and incarnation means that all ground is holy ground because God not only made it but walked on it, ate and slept and worked and died on it. If we are saved anywhere, we are saved here. One of the blunders religious people are particularly fond of making is the attempt to be more spiritual than God. 1
Jesus was born in that place and that time, and he is born tonight in this place and this time. And we are here tonight because we do not wish to be more spiritual than God.

1 Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, Harper and Row: New York, 1973, page 43
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