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‘Locked, locked, locked in the Manger …’ 

My Christmas — as some of you know — started a bit 

early this year.  Before Advent, and long even before the 

Nativity Plays and Carol Services, though probably not 

before the shops, I was singing Christmas carols.  It was a 

month ago, the 24
th
 November, and I was in Bethlehem on 

pilgrimage.  We were able to visit the Basilica of the 

Nativity, built over the spot traditionally associated with 

the Lord’s birth.  The church was first constructed there in 

327AD by the mother of the Emperor, St Helena … who 

came from Essex, in fact.  That afternoon, many of the 

pilgrimage group went off to do their shopping at a co-

operative, where their purchases would really go towards 

helping the Palestinian Christians maintain their 

livelihoods.  But since my shopping needs were few, I 

didn’t go … and instead took the chance for a quiet private 

visit back to the Church of the Nativity, and to find some 

time to pray in that place where Jesus was born … And 

even if it’s not the exact spot where He was born, it doesn’t 

really matter … it was somewhere there in that little town 

of Bethlehem.  Just to be there, to take in the enormity of 

this event of Christmas: that God actually entered the 

history that was His own creation.  He stooped down, with 

unimaginable humility to live on His little earth, leaving 

behind His glory in heaven … to live the life of a baby, … 

a child, … a man.  It was beautiful to be there, and to be in 

this side chapel alone with the Lord.   

 I had checked with the friar when the church would 

close — “5 o’clock,” he said — but even though I left the 

chapel 5mins before that … when I got to the church door I 

found it locked!  So, there I was, locked in the church of 

the Nativity.  Which, in a way, of course, was quite a 

privilege … Maybe I could spend the night sleeping in the 

Grotto where Jesus was born, though there’s not even the 

hay there, now, that baby Jesus had in the manger — It 

would have been rather hard and stony!  Anyway, I 

wimped out of that experience, even though it would have 

made a better story, and went off to find a friar or a 

sacristan, to let me exit, out into Manger Sq., and the bustle 

of the town, its market just closing down as dusk set in.   



 To be in the Holy Land, to be in Bethlehem, to be in 

the church of the Nativity, is to be reminded of the 

historical fact of the Son of God’s birth; His life, death and 

resurrection.  You cannot avoid the facts; you cannot put it 

out of your mind that God became man; God entered 

human history at a definite time, which happens to be 

2010–2015 yrs ago.  At the time He knew to be right — at 

the right juncture of man’s history — God willed to 

become man.  This moment, that first Christmas, is the 

turning-point of all time: God enters His own world, to 

teach us things that we otherwise could not know: the love, 

mercy and compassion of the heart of God.  To prove this, 

He comes into the world not in a blaze of glory but in the 

tiniest, quietest way. The angels appearing to the shepherds 

offer a glimpse of what the beauty of God’s heavenly glory 

might mean … but the Son of God Himself appears in the 

grime and poverty of the animal shed, a mere cave.   

 Who are we, to puff ourselves up in God’s sight, or 

in the sight of others, when God Himself has demeaned 

Himself in our sight?  Who are we, to think we’re better 

than anyone else, to look down on others? … The first 

visitors to Our Blessed Lord were the shepherds, the hill-

folk who were all but shunned in the society of the day, 

living out as they did, with their sheep.  These were the 

ones who were most open to the word of God’s 

announcement: “Today a Saviour has been born for you, 

He is Christ the Lord.”   

 Throughout the 9 months since his election, Pope 

Francis has kept one thing uppermost in his addresses and 

writings: the poor, the suffering the needy, the vulnerable 

(and that includes the unborn, whose lives are so often 

under threat).  If we truly confess our faith in the Son of 

God; if we are to celebrate Christmas honestly, the fact that 

God became man — not some fairy tale with pretty lights 

— then we need to kneel and adore, not just today, on a 

feastday, but every day; and to kneel and tend to the needs 

of our brothers and sisters.  Open your heart to Christ this 

year in a new way: speak to Him, ask Him: “Lord Jesus, 

vulnerable and holy, what more must I do, to inherit the 

life You are offering me?  Baby Jesus, how can I protect 



Your life in this world through Your Church?  Beloved 

Jesus, who should I be caring for more tenderly, to lift 

them up to You.” … As it were, ‘lock yourself in to the 

Nativity Church’ this Christmas — make sure that 

Christmas doesn’t just come and go, fleetingly.  Stay there, 

stay with Him, stay focussed on Christ … For Christ is the 

meaning of Christmas; Christ is the meaning of life; Christ 

is the meaning of the world.  As you gaze on the Crib, love 

Him with all your heart.   


