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Allen Pruitt

Why are we here tonight?

I’ve tried answering that for myself.

It must be something more than work;
it must be something more than “I’m supposed to be here.”

I remember the last time that Christmas was uncomplicated for me.
It was 2003;
the year before I went to seminary.

I was able to be at my grandmother’s house,
go to the late service,
and do it all

without driving up and down the road
for hours and hours.

Why did I do it then?
Why did I go to church

when everyone at my house was going to sleep?
What was I looking for,

in a warm, glowing church,
juggling a candle and a hymnal

as one night turned into the next morning?
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I’m not sure I know the answer to that question.
I am sure that there is an answer.

But it may be nothing I,
or anyone else,

can articulate.

Why I was there,
why we are here tonight

may have nothing to do with words
or thinking
or reason,
or anything else

that we can begin to make sense of with our heads.

How do you react when you get handed a baby?
Do you relax and lean back and hold her gently?
Do you tense up

so that you can be alert to whatever danger might be around?

Neither one is a bad answer.
Sometimes it depends on whose baby you are holding;
sometimes it depends on how many babies you have ever held.

How do you react when somebody is holding your baby?
How did you react

when they were tiny
and vulnerable
and it seemed like anything could break them?
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The first time my brother picked up my youngest daughter,
I thought I was going to faint.

She was nearly three years old,
but I was still very protective!

He scooped her up,
tossed her into the air
and caught her as she started laughing.

He threw her up onto his shoulders
and began running around the yard,

both of them having the time of their lives.

I was a nervous wreck.
I kept wanting to stop him;
I kept wanting to make some excuse

why she needed to go inside with me.

But I didn’t.
What stopped me was this,

I realized that he was doing all the same things with her 
that I did

Here is my twin brother,
playing with my daughter just like I do,

and I was nervous.

I was nervous because I knew that I wouldn’t break her,
but I just wasn’t sure about anybody else.
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Why ever we are here tonight,
it has something to do with a baby.

Something mysterious about holding a baby in our arms.

We can’t talk about it with words;
we can’t figure it out in our heads,

but if we’re still enough,
quiet enough;

if we stare into the light long enough,
we CAN feel it in our hearts.

Mostly what I have felt,
in the world around me

has been a growing sense of darkness.

We hear good news about the economy,
but it seems reserved to articles and not paychecks.

We hear about disease
and violence
and unrest.

We hear about all these things
that we cannot make sense of in our heads,

but which we feel in our hearts.

And it feels like darkness.

So we come here
to stare into a light.
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Words and reason cannot tell us
why the light matters;

words and reason cannot tell us
how the light will dispel

even a fraction of the darkness.

I read this quote the other day
from a poet writing about this season of darkness and light,

trying to explain why he had faith,
despite having every good reason to be done with it. 

“Faith cannot save you from the claims of reason,
except insofar

as it preserves and protects
that wonderful,

terrible time
when reason,

if only for a moment,
lost its claim on you.”1

There are moments in our lives
when reason loses its claim on us,
when we are so assaulted by the forces of this world

that we cannot make sense of them,
when there is no sense to be made.

And into this moment,
this unreasoning moment,

faith steps in.

 Christian Wiman, quoted in the New York Times by David Brooks1
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Tonight we celebrate an unreasoning moment,
into which stepped faith.

Faith in the form of a vulnerable child;
faith in an unwed mother;
faith in a bewildered but unconquerable father.

A dirty stable,
animals
and shepherds,

to which the Son of God appeared.

Why was God born in a place like that???

Why?
Why are you here?

Why-ever you are here,
for a moment,
for these moments,
for the moments you hold your candle,

let no sense be made.

Let there be a space for unreason,
a space for careless wonder,
a place,

inside your heart,
for reverent awe.
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Reason will creep back soon enough
and we will need to make our way into the world,

reasoning our way through the days we are given.

But whatever may be said,
there is a place,
there is a time

when reason looses all claims
and must give herself over to devotion.

The kind of devotion,
the kind of delicate awe

when you are handed a child
and you understand without words

and without reason,

that you hold in your own hands,
love,
a miracle,
the salvation of the world.


