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GOSPEL: Luke 2:1-20
To all of you who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom 1:7).

It's a scene that we see everywhere at Christmas -- a loving mother and a slightly bewildered father, a group of awestruck shepherds, some regal wise men, a few assorted farm animals and a decked-out camel, all gathered in a stable to gaze upon a manger and the baby who's laid there.

At least, one would hope.

Believe it or not, there's been a rash of thefts of baby Jesuses from outdoor nativity scenes around the country.  Just Google "Stolen Baby Jesus" and you'll see page after page of stories about disheartened churches having the holy infant stolen right out of the manger.  And you thought porch pirates were just after your Amazon packages.
The police say that most of the thefts are pranks, and baby Jesus thieves aren't usually hardened criminals.  Take the case of the five sorority sisters arrested in Monmouth, Illinois, who stole the baby Jesus out of a manger scene and dumped him on the lawn of the Monmouth College president's home.  They hatched the plot (you guessed it) in a bar.  Or how about the woman in Fredericksburg, Virginia, who stole a baby Jesus and then bragged about it on Facebook, even posting a picture?  One of her Facebook friends turned her in.
Of course, there are people who steal baby Jesus out of anger and disrespect for Christianity.  Stealing a plastic baby is symbolic of their desire to get rid of Jesus and his followers.
Regardless of whether it's a prank or an act of vandalism, baby Jesuses are disappearing at an alarming rate.  What's a church to do?
Enter a company that installs free GPS trackers in baby Jesuses.  If a theft occurs from a nativity display, the church can track baby Jesus' whereabouts and hopefully get him back in one piece.
Saint Ambrose Catholic Church in Old Bridge, New Jersey, installed the device after suffering from thefts and vandalism several years in a row.  "There's been no attempt of theft since we announced that we're tracking our Jesus," said a member of Saint Ambrose.  "This is our third year, and we love it.  People are now well aware of our GPS Jesus, so they leave him alone."
Now, nobody likes to have things stolen, and theft is certainly wrong, but you’ve got to wonder, which is worse: stealing Jesus, or just leaving him alone in the manger?
We come to church on Christmas Eve expecting to see Jesus in the manger, and we're happy about that.  Who doesn't love babies?  Who doesn't love this scene?  Why would anyone want to ruin it by stealing him away?
But the truth of the story is that there were people who wanted to steal the real baby Jesus right after he was born.  The gospels make it clear that the arrival of this baby, while a joy to some, was a threat to others.  Matthew tells us the story of King Herod, who was so threatened by the possibility of a rival to his throne that he ordered all the babies in Bethlehem to be taken from their cribs and killed.
Maybe people who vandalize nativity scenes actually get the story of Christmas better than most of us, because they know what Herod knew: That this baby is dangerous.
But why is this baby so dangerous?  Because the child in the sweet manger scene will grow up and be a threat to those who wield power through force of arms or the force of their bank accounts.  He’ll expose the inner thoughts of human hearts and call people to a way of living beyond themselves.
Jesus will preach about a kingdom that has nothing to do with power, wealth and military might, and everything to do with servanthood, sacrifice and suffering.  He’ll spend his time with people on the margins of society -- the sick, the poor, the outcast – all the while rebuking the religious elite.  Then he’ll challenge the powers of sin and death, all the way to the cross.
You can't defeat someone who wants nothing from the world; who practices what he preaches; and who’s willing to die while forgiving his tormentors.  That’s why Jesus was so dangerous to the powers that be.
That baby in the manger came to change the world and us along with it.  Tonight, God's goodness and love are poured out to us in Jesus.  Tonight, we receive the gift and we pass it on.  We don't hold on to Jesus; we share him with the world.
So, here's the deal: Jesus doesn't need to be protected, guarded, tracked or defended; he just wants to be followed.  And if we follow him, he’ll take us out among those who need the gift of his love the most, including the people who hatch drunken plots in bars, people who clamor for attention on social media, people who are angry at the world and angry at God, people who are broken and have no happiness in their holidays.  We don't track Jesus in order to keep him safe.  Rather, we track him prayerfully and joyfully in order to see where he wants us to go.
Saint Martin's United Church of Christ in Dittmer, Missouri, had the baby Jesus stolen out of their outdoor nativity scene several times, but rather than devise a clever way to keep him in the manger, the pastor had another idea: "We didn't want to be found nailing Jesus down or tying him to an anchor or putting him on a chain," he said.  "We wanted to find a way to put a display on our lawn that symbolized the season, but also symbolizes the fact that Christmas is really about giving."
So, the church still has a nativity display, but in the manger there's no statue of baby Jesus.  Instead, there are dozens of ornaments depicting the baby and a sign that says, "Free, take one."
"Christ is a gift," the pastor says. "He doesn't belong to us and so you can't steal him from us."   Baby Jesus is central, not only to our nativity scene, but to our entire life.  And that gift is meant to be shared away from the manger.  Amen
Homiletics, December 24, 2012, “Away from the Manger,” pp. 42-47.

In a holiday season teeming with traditions, the enduring (and illegal) practice of pilfering baby Jesus statues from nativity scenes appears to be alive and well, particularly in northern New Jersey, where at least five churches have reported such thefts since Christmas Eve.

The Archdiocese of Newark confirmed the thefts to NBC New York, and said that the figurines had been snatched from St. Clare Roman Catholic Church in Clifton; Our Lady of Sorrows Catholic Church and St. Cecilia Roman Catholic Church, both in Kearny; Sacred Heart Roman Catholic Church in Lyndhurst; and Queen of Peace Church in North Arlington. The churches are all within about 10 miles of one another.

The thefts in New Jersey are believed to be part of a yearly tradition, often carried out by bored teenagers looking for an easy prank. But the victims — including church clergy, homeowners, town officials and restaurant owners — rarely see the humor of stealing the centerpiece of a religious celebration.

In recent years, surveillance systems have been installed to keep watch over nativity scenes. Bolts, fasteners, fences and other restraints have been constructed to keep thieves away. The occasional baby Jesus statue has even been outfitted with a GPS tracker.

In “The Big Little Jesus,” the December 24, 1953, episode of the television series Dragnet, Sgts. Friday and Smith are called upon to investigate the theft of a baby Jesus from a church nativity display on Christmas Eve.

Unable to solve the crime, the officers tell the priest that Mass must be celebrated without the baby Jesus.

The figurine is restored when a boy arrives with it in a wagon. He tells the officers that he had vowed that if he got a wagon for Christmas, baby Jesus would have the first ride.

This episode was remade when Dragnet went to color; it is not only the only episode made twice, but the only story not based on an actual police case.

Do we have baby Jesus in our scene, as it were — not just in a nativity scene, but in our lives throughout the year? Where is baby Jesus? Where is Jesus? Has he disappeared?

We’re speaking literally and metaphorically, of course. Is there room for Jesus in your life right now?

in the nativity scene we see a family.

But all of these things for which we have room need to be linked to a larger purpose and meaning. Who is that meaning? Who is the purpose?

Baby Jesus is the purpose and the meaning.

Truth is, having baby Jesus in the nativity scene brings great joy!

It is good news. It is “tidings of great joy!”

Finding room for Jesus is not a negative thing. It is not a somber, dread, dreary and dull thing.

With Jesus in our scene, our lives are suddenly purposeful. We have direction. We tag onto his values. We love what he loved. We value what he valued. We live for Someone and something outside of ourselves and that’s a good thing.

Jesus came to Earth, after all, for a reason —

· He came to find those who are lost.

· He came to fill the emptiness.

· He came to point us to the way, the truth and the life.

· He came to reveal God.

· He came that we “may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10:10).

 

There is an emptiness to living just for ourselves.
All of above from Homiletics, December 24, 2018, “The Case of the Missing Baby.”  Also good:  Pulpit Resource, December 24 & 25, 2016, “The Grace of God Has Appeared,” pp. 39-41 (God came to us and became one of us in baby Jesus).
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