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Sometime ago I watched a documentary about Alessandro Botticelli's painting The Mystic Nativity. 
The documentary looked more deeply into the painting that just the paint colours - which have their own symbolism. There are all sorts of hidden messages in the work, and some really interesting background to its creation. What I want to focus on today is not the mystic messages Botticelli painted, but on the scene smack in the centre of the painting: the mother looking with rapture on her newborn son, who is reaching up to her in delight. She is his whole world, and he, for the moment at least, hers.
The weeks leading up to Christmas, the season of Advent, is usually characterised by excitement, carol singing with appearances by Santa Clause, a frenzy of shopping, tinsel and decorations. As a kid, Christmas excitement started building when we put the tree up and decorated it, and I would lie under it looking up through the branches and smelling Christmas smells and feeling excited and happy about this time of year. But it is not like that for everyone, and many people approach Christmas feeling jaded and empty - whether because of the anniversary of a loved one's death, being alone at this time of year when families gather, financial pressures, to name just afew reasons. 

How might we engage with the joy of Christmas when that excitement hasn't built, or when there isn't much to look forward to? Let’s take another look at the central story. What is Christmas about? What do we celebrate today? Baby manger Mary Joseph stable donkey shepherds wise folk angels singing bells ringing choirs singing? Presents santa christmas lunch family? Sadly, too many people actually have forgotten the story of the baby in the manger, and it's all just about the last list.
Cut out everything, look deeper through the words of the readings we heard a few minutes ago, and at the heart of it all is the baby in the manger, and his mother, whose eyes cannot leave him. It captures a moment of choice. The baby is reaching out to her - but at this very moment of rapture she holds back. What happens in this moment? She could choose to get up and walk away. She could choose not to pick the baby up (which is clearly what he wants), not feed him, not wrap him up. She could choose to keep him at a distance, refuse to feed him the breast or tend to his needs. She could choose to leave him in the manger and return every so often to see that he's still there - as if she vanishes from the picture, then turns up again, much later. And still the baby reaches out, crying to be loved, longing to bond and renew the bond with the figure bending over him.
In some respects it's a very ordinary picture. If you've ever seen the look on a new mother's face, or been a new mother yourself, you know it well. What makes it extraordinary is that we as the viewers or watchers are invited to participate in it. We are invited into the scene. We are invited to be Mary, kneeling and looking down on the helpless baby reaching up to us, longing to bond with us, to be our delight and joy, longing for us to care for him, dry his tears, and feed him tenderly as he grows. Like the rapturous Mary, we too are caught in a moment of choice. We could choose to walk away - it's just another life, he's just another mouth to feed on this crowded planet. We could choose to ignore his needs, keep him at arm's length. We could choose to leave the scene and return only when it is convenient for us to enter the picture again to look on the baby and pay homage at his shrine. And still the baby will reach out to us, crying to be loved, longing to bond and renew the bond with us.
For this is why we celebrate his birth: God with us, God become human. One of the traditional ways of explaining this is to say that Jesus was born in order to die on the cross to pay a just penalty to God for our sins. I don't think this is a terribly helpful way of understanding why God chose to become a baby in a manger, dependent on the choices of human parents to tend to a baby's needs. When the baby grew, he was recognised as the Son of God, and was cruelly murdered. Because of his faithfulness, and because he is the Lord of Life, we believe he was given new resurrected life, by God's Holy Spirit. His birth, life, teaching, death, resurrection, ascension into heaven, and his coming again in glory are all of a piece. And what is it all about? It is not about God the cosmic judge commending the righteous and damning the unrighteous to hell. It is about the child in the manger, Jesus the Son of God, offering himself to us. It is God reaching out to us in the little baby to be taken to our hearts. The whole of Jesus' life on earth, and now at God's right hand, is about God's longing to love and be loved by us. About overcoming the barriers we put in the way to knowing the glowing presence of God in our lives. And God does this, disarming us, coming as a baby.
Maybe Mary's pause in this painting, her holding back for a moment is a gift for us. As we slide for a moment into her shoes and kneel rapturously before the baby who is Jesus the Son of God, we pause, for we too have choices to make. If we choose to embrace the Christ-child in the manger, then we must be prepared to embrace him wherever we find him: in the poor, the vulnerable, the weak, in those who cannot care for themselves. In the homeless, the mentally ill, compulsive gamblers, drug addicts, child abusers and children who have been abused, asylum seekers, terrorists of whatever religion. In the broken and tainted earth the Christ-child came to renew, in those who ravage the earth and those who save it. In the good and in the bad we see in ourselves, in our own brokenness - and in the good and bad and brokenness we see in others. If we choose to embrace the Christ-child whose love and longing only the hardest heart could resist, then we embrace his littlest and least. We can choose to feed the hungry in body mind and spirit, clothe the naked, care for those in need. We can choose to allow our own hearts to melt in the presence of the Christ-child, and in embracing him know our own healing and wholeness. We can choose to meet his outstretched arms with our own, to love and be loved, to bond and allow the bond to be renewed.
What will your choice be, this Christmas?
The Lord be with you


And also with you.
