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 Before I share the 
Christmas story with 
you, allow me to wish 
you all a blessed 
Christmas and a 
prosperous New 
Year. Celebrate the 
end of 2014 with 
peace and joy. May 
the good Lord bless 
you all and keep you 
safe wherever you 
may be. 

 

The Extraordinary News to Ordinary People 

LUKE 2:8-14 

Introduction 

The festive season is upon us! It is the time of celebra-
tion of the birth of Jesus Christ, the Messiah, the 
anointed one of God.  It is Christmas time. It is a time 
of mixed emotions and feelings for many people. For 
some, Christmas is the time where they experience 
depression, for others it is the time for spousal and 
child abuse, for many it is the time of extravagant ex-
penditure on clothes, food and liquor. We may con-
clude that Christmas is a time of a mix of things.  For 
almost a month we are confronted by images and 
symbols in our cities and towns, houses and churches.  
It is a time of gifts. Some get good gifts and yet others 
receive “bad” gifts. 

Luke presents a different picture to us and the mes-
sage he presents to us is that Christmas is not about 
food and gifts, but God. It is the time of good news of 
great joy to all people. It is the time God became man. 
On earth it was a time of peace and God’s will toward 
men. It was a time of extraordinary news to ordinary 
people, the Shepherds.  The extraordinary news was 
not announced to the royal palaces or presidential 
offices. Indeed God has a sense of humour. In Luke 
1:52 Mary has this to say, “He has brought down rulers 
from their thrones but has lifted up the humble.  He 
has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the 
rich away empty.” 

The Need for Peace in the World 

The world is seeking peace. Nations are seeking 
peace. Churches and families are seeking peace. Indi-

viduals are seeking peace. All of us want to be at 
peace. 

Big organizations have been established in the world; 
organizations like the African Union.  Yet Africa is 
bleeding. There are civil conflicts in many countries in 
the continent of Africa. Many have lost their lives. Se-
curity forces are sent to many parts of Africa; the situa-
tion does not promise us that it will be better in the 
future. From colonialism and slavery to the present, 
Africa has not yet experienced peace. 

Nations of the world spend billions of dollars talking 
peace, yet the world is bleeding and no one can guar-
antee peace and security. Peace will not be realized 
through military interventions or by supernatural hu-
man beings with extraordinary intellect.  Great women 
and men came and are gone, yet the world is in need 
of peace and security. The world has sophisticated 
security forces and yet the situation still gets worse. 

Christ the Prince of Peace 

This news is extraordinary because the peace of God 
has now come even to the ordinary people.  This is the 
Shalom of God. It means wholeness and having a right 
relationship with God, with others and with ourselves. 
It is extraordinary because it refers to salvation from 
the power of evil.  God offers peace through Jesus 
Christ, the Messiah. Yet, it all depends on how we re-
spond to God’s offer. 

We may receive many gifts; great and small, and have 
the finest food and drinks. We may have the best 
clothes this world can offer but still not know peace. 
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Real peace, divine peace is offered by God in Jesus 
Christ, his one and only son. 

All humankind is the subject of God’s favour and can 
be the recipient of the peace of God.  The Good News 
is that the time of salvation has come in Jesus Christ, 
and is available to all; great and small, the powerful 
and the weak, young and old, male and female. 

The time has come for the world to realize that every 
human effort has been expended and the world is still 
becoming more of an unsafe place to live in.  The world 
needs Christ; the Prince of Peace. This is how Isaiah 
saw him from a distance: “For to us a child is born, to 
us a son is given, and the government will be on his 
shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counsellor, 
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the 

increase of his government and peace there will be no 
end.  He will reign on David’s throne and over his king-
dom, establishing and upholding it with justice and 
righteousness from time on and forever.”   

In Christ there is permanent and divine peace .This is 
extraordinary News. 

The True Meaning of Christmas 

The true meaning of Christmas is therefore not the 
gifts we receive from others, but the gift that God gave 
to the world. God gave the ultimate gift, the gift of His 
one and only Son, Jesus Christ. In John 3:16 we read; 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and 
only son whoever believes in him shall not perish but 
have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but to save the world 
through him.” 

When we talk about the true meaning of Christmas, we 
are talking about the birth, death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, the Messiah of God.  We are talking about 
the love of God to the loveless world. 

Christmas love and spirit in us should be extended to 
others regardless of their status, position, gender or 
age. All are equal in the eyes of God. The love of Christ-
mas should help us open our eyes, hands and hearts 
to those in need; those who are hungry, homeless and 

desperate; those who are wounded and have no one to 
offer them a shoulder to lean on. 

The love of Christmas should help us open our eyes 
and see the millions of orphans and child-headed fam-
ilies and do something about it. 

Christmas spirit should help us show the love of God 
for those who are forgotten by corrupt governments of 
the world. Christmas spirit should help us see those 
who are unseen by our provincial and local govern-
ments, those we see every day when we go to work or 
to shopping malls and those we pass by on our way to 
church. 

The true meaning of Christmas is not about us feeling 
good, but about changing someone’s condition for the 
better. The true meaning of Christmas is about taking 
a break and giving attention to those who are less for-
tunate, neglected and downtrodden. 

May we all show the true meaning of Christmas by 
sharing a meal with the poor, clothing the naked and 
giving love to the orphans. 

In this way, we will be proclaiming the good news 
through our actions that salvation is for all including 
the ordinary people. Let us show the world that peace 
and security are not only for the rich and powerful but 
for all; the poor, the sick, the uneducated, the young 
and old, the women and children. 

Peace and security are for all. The grace of God is for 
all.  The love of God is for all and not only for the most 
spiritual ones. God is ready and willing to bless all 
through his church. 

For to us a child is born and a son is given so that we 
may be born again and become sons and daughters of 
God almighty. That all of us may be transformed into 
the likeness of Christ, so that our light may shine unto 
the world for the world to see Christ in us and believe 
in him. 

As we celebrate this Christmas let us remember those 
who are in pain in Palestine, Pakistan, South Sudan, 
Nigeria, Somalia and many parts of the world. 

Let us remember the families of those who lost their 
loved ones through civil conflict and religious extrem-
ists. 

Let us continue to pray for the repatriation of the re-
mains of the eleven people who lost their lives in Nige-
ria during the collapse of the Guesthouse of the Syna-
gogue of All Nations of Mr T B Joshua. 

Let us remember those who suffer exploitation by the 
capitalists of this world who are hoarding the wealth of 
the world to themselves when many are perishing. 

Let us pray for the peace of God to prevail to all in the 
world. Amen. 

The Moderator’s Whereabouts  

Meetings 

29 Oct 2014: I attended 
the Mission & Disciple-
ship Committee meeting 
as well as the Ministry 
Committee meeting that 
was looking at types of 
Ministries in the UPCSA 
at St Mungo’s United 
Church in Bryanston, 
Johannesburg. 
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30 Oct 2014: I attended 
the Ecumenical Relation-
ships Committee meet-
ing at Tiyo Soga House 
(UPCSA Central Office) in 
Park Town, Johannes-
burg. 

01 Nov 2014: I attended 
the first meeting of the 
Church Associations 
Task Team that is look-
ing at uniting Church As-
sociations at Gateway 
Presbyterian Church in 
Kempton Park. It is so 
encouraging to see the 
team being united toward 
one common goal; to 
unite the Associations. I 
am optimistic that this 
time the Associations are 
going to find each other 
and there will be peace in 
the church. I invite all 
members of our church to 
continue to pray for this 
process of uniting the 
Church Associations. The 
Revs Rod Botsis and Jerry 
Pillay are facilitators of 
this process.  

19 Nov 2014: I attended the meeting of the convenors 
of General Assembly committees at Lumko in Benoni. 
This meeting was called by the General Secretary for 
the purpose of letting convenors of General Assembly 
Committees look at the Vision, Mission and Priorities 
of the church together.   

20 Nov 2014: I attended the meeting of the Priority & 
Resources Committee at Lumko in Benoni. 

25 Nov 2014: I attended the meeting of the Task Team 
on the appraisal of the senior staff at Tiyo Soga House 
in Park Town, Johannesburg. 

27 Nov 2014: I attended the meeting of the Church 
Office Committee at Tiyo Soga House in Park Town, 
Johannesburg and later in the day I attended the South 
African Council of Churches Gala Dinner in Midrand, 
Johannesburg. 

08 Dec 2014: I attended the meeting of the Task of 
Church Office Committee at Tiyo Soga House in Park 
Town, Johannesburg. 

09-10 Dec 2014: I attended the meeting of the Assem-
bly Business Committee in Matatiele and Kokstad with 
the Local Organizing Committee of the Presbytery of 
East Griqualand that is going to host Executive Com-
mission of General Assembly in July 2015. 

16 Dec 2014: I conducted a workshop for the elders of 
St Mark’s Presbyterian Church in Davyton. 

Conferences 

28-30 Nov 2014: I attended and preached at the IYZA’s 
Conference at Fort Hare University in Alice, Eastern 
Cape. The conference received the report on the issue 
of uniting Church Associations with great excitement 
and agreed to send their Executive Committee to par-
ticipate in the process of uniting the Associations. 

Funerals  

06 Nov 2014: I attended the funeral of the Rev S Masu-
ku in Umlazi, Durban. The Rev Masuku was a retired 
minister who had just turned 80 years old about two 
weeks before his sudden death. We hope that the Ma-
suku family will continue to receive comfort from the 
Lord as they mourn the loss of their father.  

11 Nov 2014: I attended the funeral of Mr Michael Sata 
the state President of the Republic of Zambia. The 
Zambian nation is still mourning the loss of their lead-
er. I call on the entire UPCSA to remember the people 
of Zambia in our prayers as they prepare themselves 
for the elections of their new leader in January 2015. 

14 Nov 2014: I attended the funeral of the late Rev Tlou 
Thamaga who died just about 100 days after the death 
of his wife. This was a very emotional and painful 
event to witness. We trust that the Thamaga family will 
find comfort in the Lord as they mourn the loss of their 
loved ones. 

Dedication of Church Buildings 

16 Nov 2014: I attended the dedication of the church 
building of the Skenjana Memorial in Tsolo, a few kilo-
metres out of Mthatha, Eastern Cape. The church 
building was built and donated by a business man 
from the Skenjana family. It was humbling to know 
that some business people do take church work seri-
ously and would spend their money to support the 
work of the church. This church is built in a poor com-
munity that would not afford to put up such a quality 
and modern structure. The local minister of the congre-
gation is the Rev Vusi Mabo. 

23 Nov 2014: I dedicated six church buildings of the 
Edendale Presbyterian Church in Pietermaritzburg 
within the bounds of the Presbytery of Drakensburg. 
Edendale is one of the biggest congregations in the 

The Annunciation by Fra Angelico 1387–1455: A fresco in a corridor of the San Marco convent in Florence. 
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UPCSA with membership of more than 1 500 and the 
local minister is the Rev N Bhengu. 

Constitution of New Churches  

09 Nov 2014: I constituted St David’s Presbyterian 
Church in Pietermaritzburg within the bounds of the 
Presbytery Drakensburg. The local minister is the Rev 
Mpho Khetsi. 

Celebrations 

23 Nov 2014: I preached at the Golden Jubilee (50 year) 
celebration of the independence of the people of Zam-
bia including celebrating 87 years of the work of the 
Presbyterian Church in Zambia. It was a celebration 
organized by the UPCSA Synod in Zambia. 

Setting apart of the UPCSA General Secretary 

02 Nov 2014: I attended and preached at the setting 
apart of the new and 4th General Secretary of the UP-
CSA the Rev Lungile Mpetsheni by the Presbytery of 
Tshwane at Jonas Lediga Presbyterian Church in Atter-
idgeville, Pretoria. 

Conclusion 

It has been a wonderful time for me to meet so many 
people and receive great gifts including a living lamb. 
What a surprise! I want to take this moment and thank 
all those who cared for me in different places. It was 
great experiencing your love for me. 

May the Lord bless you all and give you peace. 

Your brother in Christ 

Mukondeleli 

Moderator 

 

 

“Arise Jerusalem and 
shine like the sun; 
the glory of the Lord 
is shining on you! 
Other nations will be 
covered by darkness, 
but on you the light 
of the Lord will shine; 
the brightness of his 
presence will be with 
you.”  

(GNB Is 60:1-2) 

 

The Uniting Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa 
(UPCSA) recorded achievements for the year 2014, 
thanks to the dynamic team of ministers and church 
leaders who are hard at work in each Congregation 
and Presbytery of the Church. 

The former General Secretary, in his report to the last 
General Assembly, encapsulated the “good stories we 
can tell, celebrate and give thanks for.”  In this mes-
sage, I share the developments that took place after 

the 2014 General Assembly and a bit of what is 
planned for 2015. 

Ecumenically 

Immediately after the 
General Assembly, the 
Moderator attended a 
Council for World Mission 
(CWM) meeting in Malay-
sia to discuss doing min-
istry with people with dis-
abilities. The Church is 
challenged to consider 
people with disabilities in 
all its activities.  

On 16th to 21st August 
2014, an Assembly for CWM Africa Region was held in 
Boksburg with the theme, “Dare to hope when every-
thing says NO!” The Assembly emphasised the need 
for the establishment and development of missional 
congregations and the need to focus on missional 
churches.  

On 25th to 28th September 2014, the Africa Commun-
ion of Reformed Churches (ACRC) held a Consultation 
in Nairobi, Kenya to celebrate the 10th anniversary of 
the Accra Confession. (The World Communion of Re-
formed Churches [WCRC] celebration was held in Han-
nover in November 2014.) It was observed that the 
churches have not done much in applying this Confes-
sion in their liturgies and their day to day lives. Only 
the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa 
(URCSA) has made a significant achievement in this 
regard through joint work with the Evangelical Re-
formed Church in Germany, which culminated in the 
publication of the book, “Dreaming a Different World: 
Globalisation and Justice for Humanity and the Earth. 
The Challenge of the Accra Confession for the Church-
es.” It was stressed that the Reformed Churches in Af-
rica should take the lead in espousing the Accra Con-
fession and the Belhar Confession, which will be 30 
years old in 2016. 

The UPCSA participated in the South African Council 
of Churches (SACC) Renewal processes, which includ-
ed the rededication of Khotso House Chapel and a 
Gala Dinner on the 27th November 2014.  

The UPCSA is also actively involved in the life and 
work of the Church Unity Commission (CUC).   

Internally 

A consultation for all the Conveners of the UPCSA 
General Assembly Committees took place at Lumko 
Retreat Centre on the 18th to 19th November 2014. The 
Consultation was well executed and it served to pro-
mote congruence and synergy in the work of the Com-
mittees towards the vision of the Church. It was en-
couraged that the Committees that deal with com-
mon/related issues should work together on those 
issues, in order to avoid operating in silos. 

Subsequent to the Consultation, a number of Commit-
tees have met and continued to promote the spirit of 
the Consultation. A need has been established for the 
Presbyteries to structure their committees in such a 
way that they correspond with the structures at the 
Assembly level. It is hoped that the Presbyteries will 
apply this, in accordance with their respective circum-
stances. The basic principle is that the work that is 

FROM THE 
GENERAL SECRETARY’S DESK 
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done at the Assembly level should cascade down to 
the lowest levels of the Church. 

The Moderator officiated at all the Associations’ Con-
ferences. He conveyed the message that all should 
work towards the Church that Jesus prayed for. He im-
plored the Uniting Presbyterians to work towards a 
“reconciled community of Christians”. It is hoped that 
the message of the Moderator resonates in all the lev-
els of the Church and that all will work to bring about 
positive change, for the UPCSA to be able to “exercise 
a prophetic witness to Christ”.  

 

Entering 2015, the following events should be noted:  

A Consultation to ex-
plore Inclusive Youth 
Ministry in the UPCSA 
will be held at eMseni 
Christian Centre on 
the 29th to 31st Janu-
ary 2015.  

A Workshop to look 
into the role of the 
Associations in the 

UPCSA will be held at eMseni Christian Centre on the 
26th to 28th February 2015.  

A Consultation for all the women in the ordained min-
istry in the UPCSA will be held at Lumko Retreat Cen-
tre on the 3rd to 5th March 2015.  

A Consultation of all the Moderators, Clerks and Treas-
urers of all the Presbyteries and Synods of the UPCSA 
will be held at eMseni Christian Centre on the 13th to 
15th April 2015. 

The Executive Commission will be held within the 
bounds of East Griqualand from 7th to 10th July 2015. 
(The exact venue will be advised, as soon as it is con-
firmed.) 

NB: AN INTERDENOMINATIONAL WORSHIP CON-
FERENCE WILL BE HELD IN SOMERSET WEST, WEST-
ERN CAPE ON THE 17TH TO 19TH MARCH 2015.  Our 
members are encouraged to attend. Please do not pro-

crastinate to register, as 
there will be space for 500 
participants. The details of 
the registration (including 
the fees) will be announced, 
as soon as the advertise-
ment is circulated. 

The glory of the Lord is in-
deed shining on the UPCSA. 
Ours is to arise and shine. 
As we get to the close of 
2014, I take this opportunity 
to thank you all, on behalf of 
the Tiyo Soga staff, for your 
love, care and support. The 
staff in their planning ses-
sion for 2015 crafted the vi-
sion for the Central Office, 
“TIYO SOGA HOUSE: THE 
LIGHTHOUSE OF THE REC-
ONCILED COMMUNITY OF 
CHRISTIANS.” It is our de-
sire to continue to work for 
the UPCSA to be the recon-
ciled community of Chris-

tians by providing all and beyond the necessary sup-
port. 

As we all get ready for the festive season, give thanks 
in all things. Be the ambassadors of the Reconciled 
Community of Christians – of the UPCSA wherever 
you are. We wish you a Merry Christmas and a Happy 
New Year. Yours because of Christ 

Lungile 

General Secretary 

 

 

When the angel told 
the shepherds about 
the Saviour that was 
born in Bethlehem, 
we read in Luke 
about the “glad tid-
ings” or “good 
news” of great joy 
that would fill the 
earth with peace. As 
we close out the 
year, this is the fo-

cus for so many Christians, but it should never be iso-
lated to one special time of the year. What the angel 
DID and what he SAID should be the essence of every 
Christian’s daily life. 

Our congregation in Benoni has taken to heart to be 
missional in the expression of our work and worship. 
As a foundation to this shift away from merely looking 
to our own needs and what satisfies ourselves as 
Christians, we have opted for doing the Kairos Course, 
a mobilization tool developed first in The Philippines 
and now running in over 70 countries worldwide. It has 

BEING MISSIONAL ON PURPOSE 
 

BY ALAN WEBSTER 

'The Angel Appearing before the Shepherds' by Thomas Buchanan Read. 1822-1872 
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brought fresh perspective and started to bring funda-
mental changes in the way we think and how we oper-
ate. It has been an exciting year.                           

Our Children’s Pastor, Gill Steyn, has introduced some 
wonderful aspects as a result of doing Kairos. We see 
pictures and flags of different countries up in the chap-
el where the children meet and they regularly pray for 
missions and missionaries in far-away countries. An 
awareness for the Great Commission is growing. 

Recently, in preparing a lesson for Advent, Gill spoke of 
the “Kairos effect” because she had new insight into 
the Christmas story regarding the shepherds. Not only 
did they hear the news and go to find Jesus, they be-
came the bearers of this good news to others. They 
became evangelists! As we looked at the story, we saw 
something else: 

The word in Greek for 
“bring good news” is eu-
aggelizō, and from this we 
get our understanding of 
evangelism. The Kairos 
Course emphasises that 
out of the nearly 17,000 
people groups in the world 
there are still almost 
7,000 that remain un-
reached. It means that 
about 40% of the world’s 
peoples or nations still 
need intentional missions 
to reach them with the 
Good News that a Saviour 
has been born, has died, is 
risen, and is coming again. 

The Great Commission 
includes the need for the 
Church to go cross-
culturally in order for the 
Gospel to reach to the 
ends of the earth. Habak-
kuk’s prophecy that the 
whole earth will be filled 
with the knowledge of the 
glory of the Lord will only 
happen if we see, as the 
Lausanne Congress has 
as its stated vision, “the 
whole church taking the whole gospel to the whole 
world”. 

In Luke’s account of the Messiah’s birth, the angels 
gave us the message of good news. This heavenly 
message needed to spread so that the whole world 
could come to know the Prince of Peace as Lord of all. 
As such, we can say that the angels were the first 
“cross-cultural” missionaries. They evangelised those 
who were literally in the dark (they went to them at 

night) and gave testimony that the Light of the World 
had come. 

In turn, by faith in what they heard (faith always comes 
by hearing the word of God) the shepherds discovered 
the truth of the Saviour and not only did they worship 
God, they started to tell the news to others with great 
enthusiasm. The angels not only evangelised the 
shepherds, they discipled them to become evangelists! 
The primary task, according to Paul in Ephesians 4, of 
those gifted to the Church (including evangelists and 
pastors) is to equip the saints to do the work of minis-
try. This is the pattern we see with the angels and 
shepherds. 

In a world where there is certainly not peace on earth 
and goodwill towards all people; in a world where the 
knowledge of the glory of God is still not known, the 
task of the Church is to be like the angels to go out-
side of our known territory and to take the news - from 
crib to cross to crown - of our wonderful Saviour. The 
effect has to be that disciples will continue to move 
out to evangelise into their own people and to the 
ends of the earth. 

In Benoni, we have decided to be intentional about this 
cause as God was intentional in sending His Son to 
the world. May it be that the testimony of Christians in 
our generation is that we truly lived for the Mission of 

God so that His glory may be known throughout the 
earth! 

 

Alan Webster 

Missions Coordinator at St Andrew’s, Benoni since 
April 2014 

For more information of the Kairos Course go to 
www.kairoscourse.org or email Alan on 
alan@activechemicals.co.za  

http://www.kairoscourse.org
mailto:alan@activechemicals.co.za
http://www.kairoscourse.org/
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He entered the market 
place; there was much 
busyness... people 
were everywhere buy-
ing and trading their 
goods. 

It started with one per-
son doing a double 
take, you know when 
someone looks at you 
and then as they are 

about to look away they take another look. He carried 
on going about his business, when again he felt that 
someone was staring, he turned to look, and quickly 
the shop keeper pretended to look elsewhere. It was 
unusual, but he just dismissed it. 

He finished up at the market 
and made his way home. 
When he came near to the 
house he heard some sob-
bing coming from inside. As 
he entered not sure who or 
what could be sobbing like 
that he saw Mary sitting on 
the bed, her eyes red and her 
cheeks burning. Joseph 
quickly came to her side to 
find out what was the matter. 

When she saw Joseph she 
burst into a new bout of sob-
bing, as if the sight of him 
made her feel worse. Joseph 
just held her... Slowly Mary 
calmed herself, holding back 
the tears, she tried to smile.  

Where would she start, how 
was she going to tell him all 
that had happened... Would 
he believe her? For goodness 
sake she could hardly believe 
it and she was there, could 
she really expect him to un-
derstand? Where to begin, 
surely opening with " an angel 
appeared to me and said that 
I was going to have a baby, that would be the Saviour 
of the World" was not a good place; but what else 
could she say...? 

Mary began to tell Joseph all that had happened to her, 
trying to stay as close to the details as she possibly 
could, hoping that by doing so he might see her hon-
esty and sincerity, and MAYBE, just maybe he would 
believe her. 

Joseph was not very good at hiding his feelings, at first 
he was confused then the confusion turned to surprise 
and then slowly the surprise melted away and he was 
left with disappointment and betrayal. Joseph stood up 
from the bed, took one last slow look at Mary, as if he 
was saying good bye and left the house. 

Mary sat there stunned... And then the tears flowed... 
Her mind filled with questions, doubt and even fear as 

she contemplated not only losing the man she loved, 
but her future. She would be accused of adultery and 
the punishment would be death by stoning. Even if she 
managed to talk her way out of that, maybe people 
would believe that she was possessed and therefore 
crazy, speaking about Angels and a phantom pregnan-
cy. And if she managed to bypass all of that, she would 
be utterly alone, a disgrace to her family, she would 
have no proper way of providing for her baby and her-
self… 

One thing that I note year after year when reading and 
telling this story is that life doesn't always go the way 
we planned or expected, even the lives of Jesus' par-
ents! This is the story of our hope. This is the begin-
ning of the believer’s story, well perhaps only the Gen-
tiles. I can't tell you that your story will turn out fine, or 
whether you will encounter Angels or shepherds or 
kings/astrologers, but I can tell you about the ending... 
God sent his only begotten Son, not to condemn it, but 
to save it! Merry Christmas! 

And is it true? And is it true? This most tremendous 
tale of all, seen in a stained-glass window’s hue: a ba-
by in an ox’s stall? The maker of the stars and sea be-
come a child on earth for me? 

So wrote John Betjeman in his splendid poem, Christ-
mas. 

He is wrestling with the immense significance of the 
incarnation. He knows the story so well, but few things 
in the Christian faith stretch the mind and baffle the 

Shepherds visit Jesus. Artist unknown 

THE STORY 
 

BY MELANIE COOK 

THE MYSTERY OF CHRISTMAS 
 

BY JAMES GRAY 
Reproduced from the Presbyterian Life 

1989 December Edition 
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heart as much as the Gospel’s astonishing assertion 
that in the Christ-child of Bethlehem, we have to do 
with God himself. 

Notion 

“Veiled in flesh the Godhead see!” cried Charles Wes-
ley. “Oh, what a mystery” exclaims Graham Kendrick, 
“meekness and majesty, bow down and worship, for 
this is your God.” That is strong meat. But, as Betjeman 
asks, “Is it true?” For if it is...well! The mind reels at 
what it could mean for our lives, indeed for the whole 
world. Our Western minds have not taken easily to the 
notion of God being amongst us as a human person. 

Duty 

Talk of the incarnation of God defies our Western ob-
session with tying up truth in neat and coherent intel-
lectual packages. “Emmanuel”—God with us, physically 
amongst us, is a truth that outrages all our precon-
ceived ideas about what can and cannot happen. In a 
word, the incarnation is a mystery, not in the sense of 
an enormous question mark as to its credibility or in-
credibility, but rather a truth so deep that we can never 
exhaust it. As John Macquarrie reminds us, we have a 
duty to understand a mystery as far as possible, yet we 
must also have the wisdom to recognize that the most 
important truths will always lie beyond the grasp of our 
finite minds. 

Crucified 

Wesley, grappling with the mystery of the incarnation, 
can only say: “Our God, contracted to a span; incom-
prehensibly made man.” But John Betjeman introduces 
another oft forgotten note to our reflections on Christ-
mas: 

 No love that in a family dwells, no carolling in frosty 
 air, nor all the steeple-shaking bells can with this 
 single truth compare—that God was man in Pales
 tine and lives today in bread and wine. 

“In bread and wine.” at this time of year, we remember 
the “infant God”, but never must we lose sight of the 
“crucified God”. 

Dwelling 

The cross casts its shadow over the cradle. Bethlehem 
and Calvary are inseparable. “Who for us men and for 
our salvation came down from heaven”, asserts the 
Nicene Creed. That is what Christmas is about: salva-
tion. The very name of Jesus means, “Yahweh is salva-
tion.” Only God can effectively save and nothing short 
of his own historical dwelling with us and dying for us 
could suffice. 

Thus: To you is born in the city of David—a saviour 
who is Christ the Lord. 

Glad tidings indeed. O come, let us adore him! 
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“We saw his star as it rose and have come to do him homage” The Magi visit Jesus 
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