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Francis of Assisi is thought to be the originator of the manger scene.  Each year he would gather men and women, donkeys, cattle, and sheep into a barn to reenact the birth of Jesus.  It became so popular that the practice began to spread.  He was looking for a way to express the extravagance of God who is found in the moments when we feel like we have failed, when things don’t turn out like we would like, or when we feel insignificant.
It is this extravagance that Francis experiences when all of his dreams to make his Dad proud of him fail.  A troubadour who serenaded much of Assisi, Francis – at the urging of his Dad – went to war against a neighboring city-state and was captured.  His release from prison is eventually arranged by his Dad, but by that time his health has deteriorated.
It is during this illness that he has a recurring nightmare in which he comes upon a group of lepers and is told to embrace them.  Leprosy – an incurable disease – represents his deepest fear.  He gradually comes to realize that the disease also represents how he sees himself: a diseased person with no hope of being healed.

Eventually, Francis finds himself (in his dream) following the instruction and he dismounts his horse and embraces one of the lepers.  When he does, the leper is transformed into an image of Jesus.  Francis is filled with joy and confusion… it doesn’t make sense and he cannot understand.
He will – for the rest of his life – unpack this nightmare/dream.  As he does, he begins to experience overwhelming gratitude.  He gradually comes to accept that it is his failures that permit him to experience the extravagance of God.  It is an extravagance that is beyond words.  It is an extravagance that is captured – but can never be understood – in the incarnation: the divine becoming human so that the human can become divine.

This is not acceptable and is dismissed outright by our day-to-day business mentality in which extravagance toward others is banished because it is not practical.  The wastefulness, inefficiency and extravagance of God’s gift of mercy can offend and infuriate us.  We can understand mercy as something given to people who we feel are deserving of mercy.  We cannot understand - and often become angry – when we hear that God’s gift of mercy is also offered to people who we feel are undeserving.  This way of seeing only has the possibility of changing when we glimpse that we too are undeserving – like Francis does – and mercy is still offered to us also.

Then, we are caught-up short, and we are momentarily freed from the illusion that we are separate and different from other people, and briefly discover that we can no longer judge – ourselves or others.  Like Francis, when his nightmare becomes a blessing, we – for a time – have the opportunity to stand in awe and embrace with tearful recognition that mercy is offered not to the deserving but to the undeserving!

We can – and often do – continue to resist this all-embracing knowing that draws us into union with God and all people.  We can also – and sometimes at the same time – experience with surprise that we are open to be less judgmental, less driven by fear, and more secure in our insecurity.  This is the joy that Christmas brings to us: an embrace of our deepest fear and hurt that reminds us that God creates us in and for union… an embrace that lasts forever.
PAGE  
3

