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A few weeks ago a Presbyterian Church in Middletown sponsored its first ever Live Nativity.  Now, most live nativities that I have seen over the years have used adults to stand out in the cold and portray Mary and Joseph, the shepherds and wise men. It is a quiet and reverent act—a hush falls over most live nativities as spectators approach.  Most live nativities are double cast—there are two Marys, two Josephs, many shepherds and at least six wise men so that no one has to stand out in the cold for too long.

At this church, however, there weren’t enough volunteers to double cast the parts, and a creative but not very detail-oriented youth leader planned the event. It would last two hours and the volunteers were middle school youth.  That may have been mistake number one.  A live nativity with middle schoolers gives new meaning to the word “live.” The words “hushed” and “reverent” do not even enter into the mix as a photo from the event taken just as Mary slugged Joseph shows.  To the smitten-with-each-other middle schoolers playing the parts, that was probably a sign of affection! Hopefully the spectators passing by recognized it as—what?—a severe case of postpartum depression? A new father who just said the wrong thing to a woman who had just given birth?

Most live nativities also feature costumes hand-sewn from old sheets by members of the congregation.  This middle school live nativity featured fabulous costumes made by the costumiere of a local theatre company.  Gorgeous brocades and luscious silks mean little to middle schoolers.  As the youth leader who planned the event watched in horror, an angel, shaking from the cold, spilled cocoa all over the front of her satin gown. Later, when the littlest angel realized he was late for the group photo, he ran and slid on his knees across the grass to kneel before the baby Jesus. The youth leader shuddered as she thought to herself, “Grass stains! Lavish costumes. Mistake number two.”

Most live nativities feature live animals and one would think that live animals would abound in Middletown.  The Presbyterian Church, however, had unknowingly planned its live nativity on the same night and time that the much larger and well-established Methodist Church had its well-attended annual event—also a live nativity. Every cow, donkey, sheep and llama from every farm was already promised to the Methodist Church. Only two little goats could be found for the Presbyterian nativity.

Once again, the local theatre company saved the day by loaning its cow, donkey and sheep puppets to the Presbyterian Church.  Middle schoolers, once again, have little respect for puppets—even those that cost about $150 each.  As the little puppeteers stuffed the puppets’ felt mouths with hay and straw, the theatre woman blanched and the youth leader who planned the event thought to herself, “Expensive puppets. This could be mistake number three.”

During the first hour only a handful of people had come to view the live nativity in its location just off the church parking lot.  Teenage boys who were supposed to be directing traffic were bored, the cocoa and the girls handing it out were getting cold and the cast and puppeteers were getting discouraged.

A parent suggested moving the nativity out toward the highway where it could be seen by passing motorists—mostly truckers driving big rigs.  The cast relocated and parents flooded the church lawn with lights from their cars.  The cast waved, the truckers blew their horns and any attempt at reverence was completely lost.  Still, the horns from the trucks revived everyone’s spirits and the middle schoolers went home jubilant in that touching way that only middle schoolers can.

The youth leader spent a few hours after the event brushing straw out of the puppets’mouths, and later that week took the angel costumes to a dry cleaner who shook her head and said she wouldn’t touch them.  With fear and trembling, the youth leader, never known for her wash-day skills, threw the two angel costumes in the washer’s gentle cycle and said a prayer. It was a true Christmas miracle that all the cocoa and grass stains came out of the satin and that the attached gold lame wings survived the wash.

A few days later when the youth leader apologized to the pastor for creating such a poorly attended mess, she was astounded to see that he wasn’t concerned at all.  

“Did the kids have a good time?” he asked.

“Oh yeah.  They had a blast,” she replied.

“Did it give them a new way to experience Christmas?” he asked.

“Yes, definitely a new and cold way,” she said. 

“Did the church get mentioned in the local newspaper? Didn’t they run a photo of the event?”

“Well, yes,” she agreed.

“Didn’t some of the congregation drive out to see it?”

“Yes.”

“And didn’t the truckers enjoy it?”

“Definitely,” she replied.

“Well, then,” the pastor said, “What’s the problem?  We tried a new thing!  As far as I’m concerned it was a success!”

And what an amazing perception that was!  A perception that I think may be pretty close to God’s view of many of our situations.  It’s a perfect example of how God can take the things we view as mistakes and use them for His own good purposes. This wise pastor looked on the event as something new and exciting--something to build on in years to come.  He didn’t see failure—he saw new.

And every day, but especially today, the very beginning of a new year, we have a chance to see things anew, also.  We have a chance to take all of our perceived failures and put them behind us.  We have a chance to mend broken relationships and to start over—to be new creatures—new creations in Christ.  As the Bible tells us in 2 Corinthians 5:17 “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”

If there is something about yourself that you would like to make new, ask God to help you do that now—today! “You can do all things in Christ who strengthens you.”

God loves new beginnings.  He loves second chances.  How many times did he start over with the grumbling Israelites? How many second chances did David get? How about Joseph and his brothers? Are there second chances in those stories?  The answer, of course, is yes. 

This doesn’t mean, of course, that new beginnings are easy or that change comes about in a miraculous flash.  We often times have to work hard to do something new—just ask anyone who has made a New Year’s resolution to lose weight!

Change can be horrendously slow—Sarah and Abraham waited well into their old age to begin a new life as parents. It is taking me forever to get through seminary! But Abraham’s secret is a good one for me and for you to remember—Abraham had faith.

Walking closely with God, asking his advice about each and every situation we face in the new year won’t guarantee a carefree life.  Trust me - I am taking Greek every day this January; and while I would like to dance through it, I am afraid it could be a time to mourn! It will be like eating an elephant—one prayerful but tasteless spoonful at a time!

But even if we can’t control our every waking moment, as our Scripture said this morning, there will be a time for every purpose under heaven. No matter what we go through this year, God promises to be right by our sides. 


So as you look carefully at the pages of your new calendar for 2006, consider carefully and prayerfully how God wants you to fill up those days. Do you need to birth something new—a new habit that will make you healthier or a spiritual discipline that will draw you closer to God; a new attitude toward that irritating in-law or troublesome coworker? Or will it be a time for you to die to selfish ways, overspending, overeating, sleeping in on Sunday mornings just because you can?


Will it be a time to plant new ideas and visions, to take chances you may have never been brave enough to take before or will it be a time to uproot, to get out of a rut that is comfortable, but not good for you or your relationship with God? 


Maybe 2006 will be a time to kill off destructive behaviors and a time to heal broken relationships.  A time to tear down barriers that are holding you back, and a time to build new things into your life.


Sadly, for almost all of us, 2006 will include some time to weep but it will almost certainly include some time to laugh. For some of us it will be a time to mourn but because life is a process it will also provide at least a brief time to dance.


For some of us it may be a time to scatter stones—to break new paths and walk in new ways; for others it will be a time to gather comfort by drawing together those things that help us the most in difficult times. 


I hope 2006 gives all of us a time to embrace and the wisdom to refrain from embracing the wrong people—physically and spiritually.  It will probably give all of us a time to search—for new things—new hobbies, a new book to read, a new recipe, a new reason to go on--and it will probably give us all a time to give up—smoking, watching too much television, spending too much time away from God.


It will give us a time to keep close to our hearts those things that really matter and a time to throw away those things that clutter up our lives.


It will give us a time to tear apart cobwebs and destructive relationships and things that hold us back and a time to mend—fences, relationships and broken toys. 


If we allow it, 2006 will give us a time to be silent—a time to listen to the Lord and what he is wanting for our lives and it will give us a time to speak—to tell God the things that are buried deeply in our hearts. 


I suspect that 2006 will give all of us ample opportunities to love—God and each other--and plenty of time to hate poverty, injustice, racism and crime. It will give us a time for war--globally and internally--and prayerfully it will give us a time for peace—on earth and in our hearts. 


The choice is ours as we move through the seasons of this New Year. We can’t control everything that will happen to us; but we can control our responses to our situations. If our responses have been inappropriate in the past we have a chance to make them new!


So right now, before your new calendar gets filled up with responsibilities; resolve to fill each day first with the God who makes all things possible.  The God who loves each and every one of us and longs to walk with us closely, every day, all year long. Happy New Year! Amen!

