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“Christmas Pageant” GPPC 12-24-16 

Isaiah 9:2-7, Luke 2:1-20 

 So let’s talk about Christmas pageants. Have you seen a few in 

your day? In one church I served, a church member who used to own 

horses actually brought in a real-life feeding trough, a manger, filled 

with hay. As you can imagine this was a big hit with the kids who 

gathered around it and said, “Hey, that looks like something horses eat 

out of.” And the teacher said, “It is something horses eat out of.” And 

the kids said, “Hey, that looks like hey!” And the teacher said, “It is 

hey.” And so it went.  

In another church, at the Christmas pageant Mary and Joseph not 

only had a red-haired baby Jesus, but Jesus also happened to be female. 

As I recall, she was absolutely mellow and slept through the entire 

pageant.  

 And then there is Guilford Park. Every year we have what we call 

our “impromptu” Christmas Pageant which basically means that our 

Christian Educator, Kim Row, gets down on her knees and prays very 

hard before it happens. As I understand it, a few key people, the narrator 
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and Mary and Joseph, are selected in advance. But everybody else gets 

assigned a costume and a part on the night of the play. The narrator steps 

to the mic and reads the Christmas story, interspersed with 

congregational singing of Christmas hymns as the various actors make 

their entrances and come down the center aisle. The camel requires two 

people--one to power the front end and one to power the back. And 

some years, but not this year, the poor critter separates into two giggly 

halves.  

 The flock of lambs played by our little lambs, is especially popular 

as is the army of angels and the squadron of kings. It’s also beautiful but 

startling to notice the children who used to be the little bitty lambs now 

grown up so much as to serve as assistant traffic directors, narrators, or 

even Mary and Joseph. Life goes by fast, doesn’t it?  

 This year Jesus was played by baby Tony. And Tony, “the little 

Lord Jesus no crying he makes,” was doing just fine until Mary and 

Joseph did what the script called for. They laid him in a manger, and he 

was having no part of that. Jesus started to cry, and then he cried louder, 

and then louder. And we were thinking, “Oh, please pick him up. Please 
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pick him up.” And Mary and Joseph did, but this was not satisfactory to 

Jesus.   

 Not to worry. You remember in the Bible Jesus had a cousin 

named John the Baptist. Well, Tony has a cousin named Poppy. So the 

mothers made a seamless tag-team hand-off and baby Poppy gave a 

stand-in performance that has received outstanding critical reviews. And 

that’s how we do Christmas pageants at Guilford Park.  

 Interestingly enough, the dictionary says the primary meaning of 

the word “pageant” is pejorative. It can mean “a mere show,” “a 

pretense,” “an ostentatious display.” But originally pageant simply 

meant “a scene displayed on a stage.” And a pageant is also “a 

spectacular exhibition, a drama.” Our Christmas pageant at Guilford 

Park is a scene displayed on a stage. And the first Christmas was that 

too. It was a spectacular exhibition, a drama played out on the stage of 

the universe, with characters pointing to an eternal message.  

 Luke sets the scene more than 2000 years ago with Emperor 

Augustus sending out a decree. You remember our Jewish forebears, the 

people of God, were living under the domination of the Roman Empire. 
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And Roman Emperors or Caesars, were known, of course, for their 

arrogance. A Bible scholar says, “In the eastern Mediterranean world 

Augustus was further hailed as ‘savior’ and ‘god’ in many Greek 

inscriptions…His birthday [September 23rd]…was celebrated: ‘[the 

birthday] of the god has marked the beginning of the good news through 

him for the world.’” (Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke I-IX, 394.) 

 But as Marilynne Robinson puts it, “Caesar Augustus was also said 

to be divine, and there aren’t any songs about him.” (Marilynne Robinson, 

When I Was a Child I Read Books, 127.) And as the writer of Proverbs put it, 

“Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.”  

 The Roman emperors and the empire were also infamous for their 

diabolical cruelty. They did not invent torture, but they certainly did 

their best to perfect it.  

 But as followers of Christ, we will never accept torture, no matter 

the justifications offered for it. Torture is part of the emperor’s reign, not 

the reign of Christ.  
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 Emperor Augustus sends out a decree “that all the world be 

registered.” He sends all the people back to their hometowns for a 

census. And this seems innocent enough, doesn’t it? But it’s not.  

 Theologian Justo González says, “A census usually announced 

greater poverty and exploitation. It was as welcome among subjects of 

the Roman Empire as undocumented immigrants in industrialized 

nations welcome a census today.” (Justo González, Luke, 33.)  

 So Emperor Augustus decrees a census and Mary and Joseph get 

moving, traveling from Nazareth to Bethlehem. We can guess that this is 

not easy for a pregnant Mary. But the emperor decrees and they get 

going.  

It feels as though the emperor and the empire are absolutely in 

charge, doesn’t it? Just bossing people around and taking names (or a 

similar phrase). But Luke is already showing us that Augustus who 

probably imagines himself “god,” “savior,” and “king” of all the world, 

is just a pawn in the hands of God, the true Sovereign of the Universe. 

Even as Augustus orders Mary and Joseph back to Bethlehem, his order 

is a part of divinely-ordained prophecy, and he doesn’t even know it. 
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Even as he struts about his gilded palace, the world he imagines as his 

possession, is slipping through his fingers like sand, because God is 

alive and on the move. And this Christmas pageant is set on the stage of 

the history for all to see.  

When Mary and Joseph arrive in Bethlehem there’s no room for 

them in what our Bible translation calls the inn, actually a guest room in 

the house. Maybe another family member with greater prestige and clout 

has already taken that room and refuses to vacate, even for a pregnant 

woman. We don’t know.  

But we know the baby, Mary’s baby, Joseph’s baby, God’s baby, 

Lord of the Universe is born in a room probably attached to the house, a 

room where prized farm animals might come for the night. And maybe 

the baby, this precious baby, is laid in a feeding trough. And the first 

witnesses to the birth of Jesus are not only his parents but also the 

livestock who represent the rest of creation that also holds its breath in 

wonder.  

Meanwhile, Luke says that at the same time there are shepherds 

nearby. Being a shepherd is blue collar, dirt under your fingernails, 
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work. You’re out in the heat and cold, sun and rain and wind. And there 

are wolves with big teeth, my pretty. It’s not prestigious being a 

shepherd. You won’t get rich or be famous or get to put your name on 

anything. The shepherds are living out in the fields watching over their 

flock by night.  

And to them, of all people, to them God sends an angel, a divine 

messenger with this announcement. “Do not be afraid; behold, I’m 

bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born 

this day in the city of David a Savior, the Messiah, the Lord.” And then 

the angel is joined by an army of angels praising God.  

This is God’s spectacular drama played out on the stage of the 

universe. This is God’s Christmas pageant and it is a direct challenge to 

the emperor’s pageant and to the false logic of the emperor and the 

Roman Empire, and to every emperor and empire.   

 The emperor’s pageant says, “Look at me marching around my 

palace. I’m so great and you are just underlings to satisfy my ego.”  

 But God’s pageant says, “I will set aside my power and come 

down in humility, in the form of a little baby born in a manger.”  
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 The emperor’s pageant shouts, “Fear me. Do what I command or I 

will punish you with torture and cruelty you cannot stand. Do not cross 

me, because I keep score and I get even.”  

 But God’s pageant says, “Do not be afraid. I know you make 

mistakes. I do not hold grudges. I know you are imperfect. I come to you 

in gentle love. I am with you and for you, not against you.”  

 The 2006 movie “Children of Men,” is set in the year 2027. We 

see a world torn apart by terrorism and violence. To top it off, almost all 

women have become infertile. And to be able to bear a child is almost 

unheard of. Near the end of the movie there is a remarkable scene. A 

young woman and her newborn baby and a man are trapped in an 

abandoned school building under attack by soldiers. The couple and 

child must leave or die. So the woman cradles her baby in her arms close 

to her breast and the man and woman slowly make their way down the 

concrete corridor and down the concrete steps, encountering armed 

soldiers along the way. And as they move, the baby begins to fuss and 

cry—a perfect target. But the soldiers are captured by the holiness 

before them. They turn their weapons aside and freeze in astonishment. 
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An officer screams, “Cease firing! Cease firing!” And as the couple and 

child pass by outside, some soldiers kneel and cross themselves. And for 

a moment, just a moment, all that we hear is the sound of the precious 

baby and the silence of peace.  

 We all have our own battles and worries, sorrows and shames 

don’t we? And so does the world. But this evening, God invites us to set 

it all aside, to observe a cease fire, at least for a moment, to hear the 

sound of the precious baby Jesus and to gaze in wonder on the Christmas 

pageant.  

In the birth of Jesus, we know that evil and suffering and death will 

not have the last word. God’s humble, gentle, vulnerable, merciful love 

will have the last word. So live not into the emperor’s pageant. Live into 

God’s pageant. And do not be afraid. Do not be afraid. Amen. ©Jeff 

Paschal 


