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I’ve heard these words so many times before, know these stories like the back of 
my hands. This image of the baby Jesus wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a 
manger lives timelessly in my mind, reminding me of the story of the ordinary places 
where God appears, the ordinary people who are caught up in God’s salvation story.  I 
remember this story so clearly partially because of my line of work.  I have in my office 
multiple nativity scenes depicting this exact story.  These are gifts people gave me—an 
occupational hazard of the clergy.  One nativity scene is lovely hand-carved olive wood 
that purports to be from the holy land.  But then again, I couldn’t tell olive wood from 
olive oil, so who’s to say?  But it doesn’t really matter, does it, whether a holy land olive 
branch, an ordinary piece of oak? The story is told just as well in ordinary materials as 
precious.  Ordinary things still point to and capture these wonderful few words:  And 
Mary gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid 
him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 

It is the story of the ordinary places where God appears, the ordinary people who 
are caught up in God’s salvation story.  And I don’t just mean Mary and Joseph, though 
they certainly were people just as ordinary as you or me.  I mean the other people 
whose names we do not know, indeed people who may have never known themselves 
that they were part of the Christmas story.   

Mary gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling clothes.  A lot 
has changed since the time of the birth of Christ, but swaddling has not.  It takes 
nothing more than a medium-sized rectangle of woven cloth to wrap just so and hold 
an infant tight, comforting them.  I wonder who was the weaver who made those 
swaddling clothes that were wrapped around the newborn Christ?  Who was it who sat 
at her loom making that ordinary cloth?  Whose hand held the shuttle that flicked 
between warp and weft, weaving what would hold the savior of humanity just so, to 
comfort his cries and lull him to peaceful sleep?  We don’t know that weaver, whoever 
it was likely never knew themselves, and certainly did not understand the beauty of 
what they did as they took to their daily work.     

Mary gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling clothes and 
laid him in a manger.  If you’re not aware a manger comes from the French word that 
means to eat.  Another way to say this would be a feed trough. But the French rather 
sounds more elegant, wouldn’t you agree?  I wonder who was the carpenter who made 
that rough-hewn manger? Perhaps it was joined using olive wood that is from trees as 
common there as an oak tree is here. This manger would have been made with a 



wholly different purpose in mind than the one it was put to: meant to bear the great 
weight of animal feed, instead it held just a few scant pounds.  Whose hand planed the 
wood down smooth, fitted the legs sturdy, sent it off from workshop to bear instead the 
slight weight of humanity’s savior?  We don’t know that carpenter; whoever it was likely 
never knew themselves, and certainly did not understand the importance of what they 
did as they took to their daily work 

Mary gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling clothes and 
laid him in a manger, for there was no room for them at the inn.  I wonder who was the 
innkeeper, who was just trying to maintain an orderly operation during this whole 
census business that had created a mad rush? Sending away this young couple—who 
after all had no reservations—sending them away this business owner unwittingly 
shaped a religion for millennia. We don’t know that innkeeper; whoever it was likely 
never knew themselves what an impact they would have, did not understand the 
gravity of what they did as they took to their daily work. 

This is what calls to me about the Christmas story today, those ordinary places 
where God appears, those ordinary people who are caught up in God’s salvation story, 
far beyond what even they would know.  It seems God preferred the ordinary things, 
the ordinary found in the ordinary: the best materials to shape the story of salvation. 

Perhaps it is better if my nativity set is carved from ordinary wood rather than a 
holy land olive branch.  Because the story is told just as well in ordinary materials as 
precious, perhaps far better.  Because ordinary things capture these wonderful few 
words: And Mary gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, 
and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 

I offer these ordinary people to you, who without even knowing it were a part of 
God’s coming into the world.  I offer them so you might find yourself there.  In the daily 
work of what you do—in your office, in your home, in your schools, these are the 
places where God prefers to shape the world’s salvation.   In the simple act of healing, 
in breaking bread with strangers, in praying for enemies, in embracing the beloved—in 
the daily work of what you do, remember, you may be just like that weaver who 
fashioned cloth that would enwrap the savior.  In your daily life you might be like that 
carpenter who fashioned a bed for the Christ, never imagining what that meant.  

Do not strain your eyes searching for miracles of Christmas in shining and 
glittering wonders that only seem to appear in the old stories.  Look for the miracles of 
Christmas in the ordinary things of life, in the shining and glittering wonder of ordinary 
things: there the Christ child will appear.  May you find yourself caught up in the work 
of salvation.   

Amen.   

 


