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“For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all.” (Titus 2:11) 

• Here (in your worship bulletin) is another beautiful image to look at. I wonder how 
many of you know where this stained glass window can be found. It’s actually 
not far from here ~ in fact, it’s just over there! It is our Nativity window, and it’s 
rich with symbolism. Like much religious art and church decoration, this 
window’s symbolic representation of biblical stories and themes is not 
necessarily literal, even if it’s also meaningful. And as we’ve noticed before, our 
perception of certain aspects of biblical stories is often shaped as much by 
how they are portrayed in art, as they are in Scripture. 

• For example, consider Matthew’s Nativity story. Matthew describes the journey 
of the Magi from the East. He mentions three gifts, but does not tell us the 
number of those who came bearing them.  Yet, artists often portray one visitor 1

per gift, as our window does, and usually depict them as kings. Luke mentions 
shepherds but, like Matthew, doesn’t number them.  Nevertheless, the designer 
of our window shows us three shepherds , who arrive after angels tell them of 
the birth.  Just as in our Nativity pageant, shepherds often appear as gathered, 2

side by side, with the Magi. This may lead us to assume there is one basic 
Nativity story, which in each case mentions both shepherds and Magi.  

• In fact, of the four Gospels, only Matthew and Luke mention Jesus’ birth, and 
each mentions only one, and not the other, of the two groups of visitors. But 
each one does so for a discernible spiritual reason. Writing to a largely Jewish 
audience, Mathew wants us to notice the many ways this promised child fulfills 
Old Testament prophecies and typology. At the same time, Matthew wants us 
to see how this baby comes to be worshipped by foreign astrologers—but not 
by Israel’s current king. Luke, by contrast, writes to a Greco-Roman gentile 
audience that conspicuously seems to include persons of wealth and nobility. 
Luke wants us to notice how the first persons to whom God reveals the Messiah 
are animal keepers who live and sleep out in the rough. 

• Now, these things may be evident to us. But more subtle than representative 
images is the presentation of symbols. Visual symbols are harder for us to 
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decipher, especially when an artist uses them to communicate spiritual aspects 
of a biblical story. Yes, we see the angels in the lower foreground, and the 
ribbons in their hands expressing the message of God’s peace and goodwill 
toward us. And we can recognize what looks like a cross under the left-hand 
angel. But why is there an image of an anchor below the center angel, and why 
do we see what looks like a burning flower under the right-hand one? These 
are symbols. And those who study Christian typology tell us that an anchor has 
long been used as a symbol for hope, to complement the use of a cross as a 
symbol for faith. This might lead us to remember Paul’s words in 1st Corinthians 
13, where he compares love with faith and hope, among the three greatest 
gifts of the Holy Spirit. Hence, we see that the flaming rose, under the right 
hand angel, is a symbol of the fiery love we find in God’s Messiah.  3

• Just below the haloed baby Jesus and his parents, we see two further symbols 
~ a lily and a measuring stick. The carpenter’s square of course represents 
Joseph, and here the lily represents the virgin Mary, though it’s often also used 
(in Annunciation scenes) as a symbol that prefigures the Resurrection. Another 
pair of symbols can be found just above the groups of shepherds and Magi ~ 
the alpha and omega letters from the Greek alphabet, which do not reference 
Joseph and Mary, but are symbolic names for Jesus. Because, in Revelation, he 
says, “I am Alpha and I am Omega, the Begining and the End.”  4

• In keeping with the artist’s interest in groups of three, a number well-rooted in 
Christian theology, we find a literal Trinity of symbols in the very top panel of 
our beautiful Nativity window. We see a lamb, a hand and a dove, and the lamb 
and the dove provide our clue to the identity of the hand. The Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world, has come to us. He continues to be with us 
through the descending gift of the dove-like Holy Spirit. And both proceed 
from the unseen Father, from whose Creator’s-hand come all things. 

• So far, I have briefly reflected on the major visual elements of a highly symbolic 
window. But like other good examples of Christian symbolism, our window is 
much more than the sum of its parts. Instead of being called a nativity window, 
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it could also be called ‘the sweep of salvation’ window, or ‘God’s rescue 
mission’ window. For it does more than just illustrate a significant and beloved 
story from the Bible. This window takes us into the heart of the story’s meaning. 
Yes, a child is born unto us. And yes, this child was honored and adored. But 
this child is also the source of life-giving faith, our abiding hope, and of God’s 
sacrificial love. Within the later life and ministry of this small child, we find the 
power and efficacy of the great God of Creation. God’s Spirit is present not 
only in the child, but will also be present in those who are open to him. The 
‘good news’ at the heart of this event, brings joy to both the poor and 
uneducated, as well as to those who have experienced privilege. 

• Through the tiny fingers and hands of a baby, who was born in the plainest of 
circumstances, God reaches out! And God reaches out to grasp those who are 
ready for new life. Though, in a paradoxical way. We usually do everything we 
can to secure our comfort and safety. And yet, in the Nativity we find that God 
has entered our world, having assumed a position of great vulnerability. God 
reaches out to us, while also submitting to our hands! We find these themes in 
the Messiah’s birth, throughout his ministry, and in the circumstances of his 
passion and death. Our faith is built upon all these things, and provides the 
anchor for our hope. Through it, we are filled with the fiery spirit of God’s love. 

• This is a good time to return to Bethlehem, the City of David. For in Bethlehem, 
we come home to God. And we discover what Christmas means for all of us. As 
Linus reminds Charlie Brown, in the beloved Christmas special of his name, this 
is what Christmas is all about: 

• ‘And there were in the same country shepherds, abiding in the field, keeping 
watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, 
and the glory of the Lord shone round about them! And they were sore afraid. 
And the angel said unto them, “Fear not! For, behold, I bring you tidings o 
great joy, which shall be to all my people. For unto you is born this day in the 
city of David a Savior, which is Christ, the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto 
you: Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.” 
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And suddenly, there was with the angel a multitude of the Heavenly Host 
praising God, and saying, “Glory to God in the Highest, and on Earth peace, 
and good will toward all”.’ Truly, that is what Christmas is all about.’  5
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Notes: 

 See Matthew 2:1-12.1

 See Luke 2:8-20.2

 These and other interpretive details concerning the many beautiful windows in our parish worship 3

space can be found in the brochure, “Grace Church Windows,” available by contacting our church 
office.

 Revelation 22:13.4

 As quoted on the IMDb website transcription of part of the original television special which—following 5

cartoonist Charles Shulz’ insistence—included the King James Version of the biblical text, as quoted 
from: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0059026/quotes : 
  

Charlie Brown: I guess you were right, Linus. I shouldn't have picked this little tree. Everything I 
do turns into a disaster. I guess I really don't know what Christmas is all about. 
[shouting in desperation] 
Charlie Brown: Isn't there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about? 
Linus Van Pelt: Sure, Charlie Brown, I can tell you what Christmas is all about. 
[moves toward the center of the stage] 
Linus Van Pelt: Lights, please. 
[a spotlight shines on Linus] 
Linus Van Pelt: "And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping 
watch over their flock by night. And lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of 
the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the angel said unto them, 
'Fear not:" 
[Linus drops his security blanket on purpose] 
Linus Van Pelt: "for behold, I bring unto you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all 
people. For unto you is born this day in the City of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord. And 
this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a 
manger.' And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising 
God, and saying, 'Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.'" 
[Luke 2:8-14 KJV] 
Linus Van Pelt: [Linus picks up his blanket and walks back towards Charlie Brown] That's what 
Christmas is all about, Charlie Brown. 
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