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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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I’m sure lots of you remember Paul Harvey. Every weekday for
fifty-six years he broadcast Paul Harvey News and Comment. And
during the Second World War he did in-depth feature stories on a
segment he called The Rest of the Story. He’d give all sorts of details
about a famous person or event except for the name, which he
revealed at the end. Then he wrapped it up by saying, “And now you
know the rest of the story. Paul Harvey. Good day!” Well tonight
I’m going to do a Paul Harvey, only not nearly as well as Paul did
it.

We all picture the barn, the stable full of animals, like the one we set
up in the church and bless every year as Christmas begins. Some of
our Christmas carols feature that imagery, like “Once in royal
David’s city stood a lowly cattle shed, where a mother laid her baby
in a manger for his bed,” because there was no room for them in the
inn. That’s the Christmas story right? Well we don’t really know for
sure– not quite. You see, CNN, Fox News, et al aren’t the only ones
that read things into stories that aren’t really there. We all do,
without realizing it. 

We hear ‘manger’ and we picture it set in the middle of a barn. But
Eastern Orthodox depictions of the Nativity always locate it in a
cave with animals standing around, because it was quite common in
the holy land back then to stable livestock in caves. But not
everybody had access to a cave. So it was also fairly common for
houses to have two storeys, the upper one where the humans lived,
and the lower one where the animals were stabled. An article has
been making the rounds on the internet this month that makes a case
for Jesus being born in the lower storey of a house, and it’s actually
pretty convincing until you consider a few historical facts. 

The Church of the Holy Nativity in Bethlehem stands over the actual
site where Jesus was born, as far as anybody knows. And inside it is
the Grotto of the Nativity, a cave with a silver star in the floor
marking the actual spot where Jesus is believed to have been born.
Now that star wasn’t there when Mary and Joseph arrived and
unpacked their things. It was put there later to mark the spot. And up
until the last 200 years or so, no one ever doubted that the star did
indeed mark the actual spot. That cave is the oldest continually-used
worship site in the world. Exactly how long Christians have been
worshipping there we don’t know. But we do know that in an effort
to stop them, the emperor Hadrian converted it to a pagan shrine a
little over a hundred years after Jesus rose from the dead (AD 135).
And if it was that important to Hadrian, that means that it must have
been a pretty important site to Christian, and that they had probably
been worshipping there for quite some time. 

So it’s pretty unlikely that Jesus was born in a house. And since
separate outbuildings weren’t really a thing back then, we’re pretty
sure that he wasn’t born in a barn. And if the silver star really does
mark the spot, then yes he was born in a cave, like the Orthodox
have always insisted. So the article about the house is really little
more than a distraction, like all those naysaying articles that come
out every December and April to rain on our Christmas and Easter
parades. 

But if you just look carefully at Luke’s telling of the Christmas
gospel, which we just read, there’s no mention at all of
surroundings. All Luke says is that Mary “gave birth to her firstborn
son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger,
because there was no place for them in the inn”– no mention of
animals, or a house, a barn or a cave. There’s just a manger. And
that’s the real focal point of the story, one seemingly unimportant
fact that really has huge significance. Why? Because, what is a
manger? It’s a feeding trough, the place where you put grain to feed
the animals. Jesus is always pictured lying in a bed of hay or straw,
but animals don’t eat straw; they bed down on it. And hay could be
eaten off the floor. But grain needs to be contained in a trough to



keep if from spreading all over the place. And what do you make
with grain– with wheat, rye, barley? You make bread. 

Next seemingly unimportant detail: What does the name of the town,
Bethlehem, mean? House of Bread. In Arabic it’s translated as
House of Meat, and that works too. To make that connection, we
have to leap forward thirty-some years to the Feeding of the 5,000.
Jesus has been teaching this huge crowd of people out in the middle
of nowhere, and they’re all hungry, but there’s not nearly enough
food. So Jesus takes the five small barley loaves and two fish that a
boy offers up, prays over them and distributes them to the crowd.
Those 5,000 people eat their fill, and the disciples gather up twelve
baskets full of leftovers. The next day the crowd goes chasing after
Jesus because they want more miraculous bread.  But Jesus says to
them, “Don’t work for food that perishes, but for the food that
endures for eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you... For
the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives
life to the world.” They said to him, “So give us that bread.” And he
said to them, “I am that bread, the bread of life. Whoever comes to
me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be
thirsty... I am the living bread that came down from heaven.
Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will
give for the life of the world is my flesh” (Jn 6:1-14, 27-35, 51). 

Do you see the connection? Jesus, “the living bread that came down
from heaven,” was born of the Virgin Mary, who wrapped him up
and laid him in a manger, the feeding trough where the animals ate
their wheat or barley or whatever their owner fed them. And this
happen in Bethlehem, the House of Bread. None of this happened by
coincidence. This is how divine providence works. God plans this
stuff in a way that we can make sense of it. 

But there’s more! “For in the night in which he was betrayed, he
took bread; and when he had given thanks to [God], he broke it, and
gave it to his disciples, saying, ‘Take, eat, this is my Body, which is
given for you.” Are you still with me? This is Jesus, “the bread that
came down from heaven... the one who eats this bread will live
forever” (Jn 6:58). We’re going to eat that Bread tonight.

But that’s not the end of it. The end of it is described at the end of
the Bible. The great multitude in heaven proclaims that “the
marriage of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself
ready” (Rev 19:7). They’re talking about the Lamb of God who takes
away the sin of the world– you know, we sing it every time we come
to eat and drink the Body and Blood of Christ, because he’s the
Lamb. And we are his bride, the Church. Then an angel said, “Write
this: Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the
Lamb” (Rev 19:9). It’s the consummation of everything Jesus came
into the world to accomplish. And every step along the way there’s
the language of bread and feeding on the Bread of God, from the
manger in Bethlehem to the marriage banquet in heaven.

And it’s all about God coming among his creatures in the most
intimate way possible “for us and for our salvation,” as we say in the
Creed– first by being born as one of us; then by absorbing all our sin
into himself on the cross “for us and for our salvation”; then rising
from the dead, and taking our humanity with him we he returns to
the Father; sending the Holy Spirit into the Church and into every
believer, and feeding us from his own Body and Blood in order to
strengthen that bond of intimacy; and finally returning in glory to
take his bride to himself when, as Jesus himself taught, “the two
shall become one flesh” (Mk 10:6).

And this glorious courtship began in Bethlehem when Mary “gave
birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid
him in a manger. Sometimes we hear about the manger being a sign
of God’s deep humility, but that too can become a distraction. His
humility went far deeper than that in becoming one of us. The
manger is where some of God’s lowly creatures feed. So it’s about
us humbling ourselves and feeding on him so that he who became
one of us could make us one in him. And now you know the rest of
the story. So we pray on this most holy night, 

O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray;
cast out our sin and enter in, be born in us today...
O come to us, abide with us, our Lord Emmanuel.

In the Name of ... a.m.d.g.: Ian C. Wetmore+


