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Christmas Eve 
Dec. 24, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
The story we’ve heard here tonight is a very familiar story, isn’t it?  
We all know the story of the birth of Jesus, and Mary and Joseph  
and the shepherds and the angels.  
They’re all here, surrounding our Christmas creche.  
 
But there are some other characters in our nativity scene  
that we don’t hear quite as much about.   
It’s the animals. 
We’ve got sheep and donkeys and camels. 
In the song, “Away in a Manger,” 
we sing about cattle lowing.   
We didn’t hear anything about them in the Scripture lesson that was just 
read, did we? 
 
Truthfully, Scripture DOESN’T mention any animals  
even being present for the birth of Jesus.  
But there ARE lots of legends,  
stories that have come down through the ages.  
Tonight, I’d like to talk about some of those legends. 
 
Legend has it that Christ was born at midnight. 
This is based on a passage of scripture from the Book of Wisdom,  
which says “While gentle silence enveloped all things,  
and night in its swift course was now half gone,  
thy all-powerful word leaped from heaven, from the royal throne,  
into the midst of the land that was doomed" (Wis. 18:14-15).  
The night being "half gone" has traditionally been understood to be midnight.  
And at midnight,  
the Word of God is presented as "leaping" from heaven to earth.  
 
Legend also has it that inside the stable,  
the animals that were there looked on in wonder  
as the newborn baby  
was lovingly wrapped in swaddling clothes  
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and placed in the manger.  
 
And the animals are said to have all pitched in  
to help care for the little baby.  
According to one story,  
the robin stood near the flames of the meager little fire  
that Joseph had built,  
beating its wings all night  
to keep fanning the fire,  
to keep it going  
so the Holy Family could stay warm.  
As a result, the robin singed its breast red from the flames.  
That’s why robins have red breasts today. 
 
The stork tore feathers from her own chest  
to make a downy bed for the newborn Jesus,  
and ever since, the stork has been honored as the patron of new babies. 
 
The nightingale nestled near the manger  
and caroled along with the angels.  
As a result, the nightingale’s song  
still remains sweeter and more musical  
than all other birds.  
 
Another legend says that a tabby cat  
came and cuddled with the newborn Jesus  
to keep the baby warm,  
and in gratitude,  
Mary marked her initial just above the cat’s nose.  
That’s why so many tabby cats today  
have what looks like an M drawn in their fur between their eyes.  
 
Others say it wasn’t a cat who came to the rescue,  
but a sheep  
who provided the wool that Mary used  
to make a nice, warm blanket for Jesus.  
Or it may have been the oxen and the donkeys,  
the big animals who surrounded Jesus as he lay in the manger  
and breathed their warm breath on him  
to keep him from getting cold.  
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Now I think the best legend of all  
is that right after the birth of Jesus,  
God suddenly gave voice to the animals,  
and they began to praise God for the miracle they had just seen.  
This went on for several minutes, before the shepherds could arrive.  
After the shepherds got there, the animals fell silent again.  
 
But oh, during those few minutes… 
It’s said that the rooster was the first to tell of the miraculous birth. 
Even though it was dark and not the normal time that a rooster crows, 
he flew up to the roof of the stable and cried out 
“Christus natus est!” “Christus natus est!” 
Sounds a little like cock-a-doodle-doo. 
But actually, that’s Latin for “Christ is born.”  
All animals spoke in Latin back then, you see.  
 
And then the Latin-speaking ox said “Uuuuuuu-bi?” 
Sounds a little like Moo, but it was “Uuuuubi?”  
which is Latin for “Where? 
And the sheep said “Beeeee-thlehem.” 
And the donkey said “Eamus.”  
Sounds like hee-haw, but he said “eamus,”  
which is roughly Latin for “Way to go, Mary!” 
 
What’s more, it’s said that even to this day,  
at midnight, on Christmas Eve, animals can talk.  
I’ve never actually heard this happen myself. Yet. 
But I still catch myself each Christmas, looking at my dogs, 
and hoping that this is the Christmas that they speak.  
 
Now, I don’t know if this is REALLY what happened  
on that holy night so long ago.  
I admit, there’s nothing in the Bible about animals talking on Christmas Eve.  
As far as I can tell, there are only two stories in the whole Bible  
that make reference to animals talking.  
One of them is a donkey and one of them is a snake.  
We can talk about those stories another time. 
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But the Bible IS filled with other references to things in the natural world 
rejoicing. 
The Psalms are full of trees and rivers that clap their hands, 
and mountains and hills that burst into song 
and that skip like lambs.  
We’re told that in God’s Kingdom,  
lions and lambs lie down together, 
and a bear and an ox eat straw together.  
The Bible also tells us that if other voices are silent,  
then the very stones will cry out when Jesus comes.  
So the natural world certainly has a stake in all this, doesn’t it? 
 
So I think that rather than getting too caught up in the details  
about what might or might not have happened  on the night Jesus was born, 
we should pay attention to the truth that lies behind the legends, don’t you?  
 
And the truth is this:  
At the birth of Jesus, heaven and earth were joined.  
A little bit of God came into the world, 
and when the world was touched by God, 
the world all of a sudden became a different place, 
a better place. 
 
The Christ child came that night 2000 years ago.  
And the miraculous thing is, he keeps coming.  
He comes and he comes and he comes, again and again,  
doing the most amazing things in the lives of believers.  
 
And since we have a God like that, 
who can say what really happened on that night 2,000 years ago? 
Did angels sing and did animals talk?  
Did it really happen just that way? 
 
I guess it doesn’t really matter, does it? 
Because today, we claim a Christmas Truth  
greater than any of the legends it inspires: 
it’s the truth of the longing of the creature for the creator 
—the finite for the infinite— 
the human for the divine.  
It’s a longing that transcends culture, religion, language … 
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and maybe even species. 
It’s a longing that is represented for us  
by the baby in the manger, surrounded by animals— 
and the sudden, amazing and incomprehensible gift of grace:  
a God who is Emmanuel, God with us. 
 
So, dear friends, rejoice and be glad. 
Let the whole earth and all that is in it rejoice. 
For unto us is born this day a Savior,  
who is Christ the Lord.  
Amen.  
 
 
 


