Gloria R. Carpeneto
Christmas Eve Eucharist, 12/24/21
(using the readings from Midnight Mass)

Isaiah 9:1-6; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-14; Psalm 96, Today is born our Savior, Jesus the Christ.

I used to think that in my 74 years on this planet, I knew pretty much all there was to know about Christmas – the scriptures, the carols, the traditions. But I guess I thought wrong,  because I learned something recently that was new to me, and I thought I’d share it this Christmas Eve, as we celebrate our Midnight Mass at 1:30 in the afternoon.


It seems that in 1224, just a few years before his death, Francis of Assisi  had the idea to replicate the manger he had seen in Bethlehem on his pilgrimage to the Holy Land years before. Francis wanted to know intimately what it had been like for this child-in-utero to experience the uniqueness of his in-carnation. He wanted to know how it must have felt for God to become human, and in what was considered to be such a wretched setting. So within the friars’ hermitage, Francis had a manger scene prepared as he remembered seeing it in Bethlehem years ago. His friars filled a crèche with hay. At Francis’ direction, they  brought in an ox and an ass. And the manger scene was complete.  


And the poverty of that scene was exactly as Francis wished it to be. There were no figures of Mary or Joseph, or even the Child Jesus himself in that original manger scene that Francis envisioned. No angels, shepherds, drummer boys or Magi. No hymns or carols. There was no Sunday School Nativity play. There was nothing but that animal feeding trough where heaven intersected with earth, and that is exactly where Francis found the Christ Child. Instead of re-acting the historical Nativity, Francis found the eternal meaning of the Incarnation. Francis understood that despite all our gift giving-and-receiving, the defining virtue of Christmas is poverty – the poverty of a Divinity that empties itself out in love for us, and the poverty of a human heart so empty it can be filled with that Incarnate Love.

Today, as on every Christmas Eve,  the prophet Isaiah promises us a “peace that will grow without end.”  This past year, as years before, we have all walked in our own individual and communal darknesses. Like our forefathers and foremothers in faith, we too have found ourselves dwelling in a land of gloom. Yet once again, we are promised a great light. And that light begins to glow in the poverty of the manger. A Child of the Promise has been born yet again to us. And all we need do in response is open and empty our hearts to allow Divine Love to fill therm.     

Poverty allows for the Divine Indwelling in us. But this poverty is not the same as the grinding material poverty we see all around the world, and just as often close to our homes. That kind of poverty the Christ Life in us compels us to address. But Christmas is different. It is the poverty of an empty manger waiting to be filled. It is the holy poverty of open hands, because no one -- not even the Holy One we call God – can pour the gift of Divine Love into a pair of hands already full … or into hands closed around what we already possess. 


When Francis spoke of poverty, it was not about material things, not about physical want or need. Ilia Delio, herself a Franciscan Sister, tells us that “The poor holy person is not one who lives without things, but without possessing things.” I would add “or being possessed by thing.”  If we cling to what we own, what we know, what we believe, even who we think we are, we are graspers and clingers. And we will not know the poverty that opens us to the God whose In-carnation is surely a sign of Divine desire to dwell in us.


This experience of poverty – of being completely empty and open to God’s movement in our lives -- can be a daunting one. It can upset apple carts we never even knew we were pushing around. That’s when it’s good to remember what that angel said in today’s Gospel – “You have nothing to fear! Today in David’s city, a savior – the Messiah – has been born to you. And let this be a sign to you: you will find an infant wrapped in a simple cloth lying in a manger.” God did not fear becoming human; we have no reason to fear becoming Divine. Love is always a mutual indwelling, one with another, and in the Christmas story, Divine being becomes in-carnate in that most powerless of all creatures, the human infant. 


Maybe on Christmas, we could return for a minute to the Gospel we heard proclaimed the First Sunday in Advent this year. In it, Mary gave us a model for the poverty that allows God into our lives. “Be it done unto me according to your word.” These are not the passive words of a woman who sees herself as merely a receptacle. These are the words of a woman of courage. They are the words that invited God in. They are the words that filled Mary’s being with the Divine, so that she in turn could fill the Divine with her own life. 

This Christmas, each of us can be Mary. And we can be Francis, too. Like Mary, our souls can glorify God that we have been called to birth the Christ into our world.  Like Francis, we can celebrate that birth with great joy – with presents, carols, decorations, family gatherings, and traditions – all that, but always allowing our poverty of spirit to recognize and receive God’s In-carnation as the source and even the very essence of all those things, including ourselves. 

In a few minutes we will sing the song that is the most often-sung Christmas carol around the world each year. And so, I would I invite us all to open our hearts to prepare him room, so that when our hearts – together with heaven and nature -- sing, we may all repeat the sounding joy, repeat the sounding joy, repeat, repeat the sounding joy, the joy of God’s In-carnation. 

Merry Christmas and AMEN!

   
1

