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Worship at the Crib

Of the three wise men who visited the child and his mother we read that they fell down in worship. The same is doubtless true of the shepherds, whom every nativity scene shows in an attitude of reverent devotion, given that they had learned from the angel who this child was: the Savior, the Messiah, the Lord. Similarly, there are countless traditional images depicting Mary in silent adoration of the child lying on the ground before her. Christmastide is a season in which the worship of God as it was known throughout the Old Testament —⁠ think of the Psalms ⁠— finds a whole new setting and, with that, a whole new form: It is our privilege and duty to worship God in this infant whom he has sent us. This is so astonishing that it forces us to reflect anew on the act of worship, which has largely become foreign to us in our secularized age.

If we still have a personal relationship with God, we mostly address petitions to him, and we are right to do so. (Thanking him is something we do less frequently —⁠ typically, only one of the ten lepers healed by Jesus returns to say thanks.) Or else we surrender to God’s incomprehensible eternal decree, say when we are visited by suffering. This, too, is legitimate. And yet, surrender and resignation are not the same as worship.



What is worship? God is uniquely and infinitely mysterious. The same uniqueness characterizes the act by which we acknowledge him with our whole being as God, as our God. This act is therefore not easy to describe. But let us try to do so nonetheless.

To worship is to acknowledge that God alone is self-existent, while everything created exists solely on the basis of his omnipotent will and action and is thus not rooted in itself, but in him, the one and only unconditioned Absolute. To worship is thus also to acknowledge that God is the absolutely True, the quintessence of all truth; that he is consequently always right, no matter what he does or permits; that it is the height of folly to argue with God, as if one could convict him of some error or injustice; and that the homme révolté destroys his own being. To worship is to acknowledge that God is the absolutely Good, the quintessence of all goodness, and that he is therefore not only always right, but in everything he is and chooses ever-worthy of being unconditionally loved with the devout homage of our whole heart. To worship, finally, is to acknowledge that God is absolutely beautiful, the quintessence of all beauty, and that we therefore cannot help but proclaim his truth with enthusiasm and serve him with jubilation, like the Psalmist who sings to him in a spirit of exultation, or the Christian who follows Paul’s injunction: “Sing God’s praises with songs of exultation, full of thanksgiving in your hearts.”

As the absolute truth, God is —⁠ according to Scripture ⁠— “our rock” that cannot be shaken; as goodness, he is our “shepherd,” the “wing” under which we “take refuge”; as beauty, he is the Lord of “glory,” our perfect happiness and our rapturous delight. All of this is already familiar in the Old Testament, where the devout heart hands itself over to God in devotion, thanksgiving, trust, and a reverence that is fathomless without fear.



What happens, though, when God’s eternal Word, sent to us on earth, now takes the form of a child? The first thing to do is understand what God wants to say to us by speaking in this new form.

He is of course saying something about himself, as he always does through his Word. Everything this child is and will become —⁠ the youth, the mature man, the teacher and miracle-worker; the one silent before the judge; the one scourged, mocked, and rejected; the one crying out in Godforsakenness; the one buried and rising to new and eternal life from the dead ⁠— contains the Word that God speaks and, in speaking, speaks about himself. If God is the absolute Truth, every word he says to us from the heart of truth must of course also be about himself. If he is the absolute Good, then it’s he himself whom he’s giving (away) in all the words that make up Jesus’ life, suffering, death, and resurrection. And if he is absolute Beauty, then the true and the good he says and gives to us is also supremely wonderful.

In becoming an infant, then, God is telling us is this: “In all my omnipotence, which I truly am and have, I am at the same time as poor and humble and trusting as this child. Correction: not just ‘as’ this child, because I am this child.” In his future role as a teacher, too, Jesus will speak to his disciples about taking the last place, serving, and laying down one’s life for one’s brothers. He won’t be referring to these things as the mere object of some human moral instruction, but as something he himself does and is, and so as something in which the Father’s heart is revealed. “Do this, for this is how God is!” And then the terrible part: When Jesus suffers for sinners, when he bears sin to the point of no longer feeling the Father and cries out as one abandoned and thirsting for God —⁠ that, too, is what God is like! “God so loved the world that” for its sake “he gave over his Only-begotten Son” —⁠ into the timelessness of the Godforsaken state. And when Jesus gives himself out as food and drink —⁠ that’s what God is like! It’s the Father, after all, who takes what men have torn, lacerated, and bloodied —⁠ this Word and flesh of God ⁠— and proffers it to us as our means of participation in his eternal life. And when Jesus’ heart is pierced, when it becomes a cavernous emptiness which Thomas’ fingers and, indeed, the whole man can enter —⁠ “in thy wounds hide me” ⁠— that, too, is what God is like! A wound that reaches down into his heart and in which we find healing.

To say these things is not to indulge an overwrought imagination, but to realize, in all simplicity, what Christianity means by the mystery of the Incarnation. The Word became flesh: flesh that drinks at its mother’s breast, that later struggles to make its way in life, that must undergo a gruesome passion and death, and that in all its states remains God’s Word who tells us of God’s nature and his truth, goodness, and beauty. Does this mean that we worship flesh? No, we worship God alone; God, the unique reality we most certainly are not; God, the Wholly Other, the Self-existent, the Almighty —⁠ who, however, was pleased to show us that he is omnipotent enough to be impotent as well, blessed enough to suffer as well, glorious enough to take the lowest place in his creation as well. God is not pretending, either; he is not merely acting as if he were humble, child-like, and poor. Rather, his mystery is precisely the fact that his wealth consists in an eternal love that gives itself away, holding nothing back, and that his power consists in the generous ability to give power and freedom to other beings, beings he has no wish to overpower —⁠ unless it be by the powerlessness of the Cross. How could the God who created children not know in his heart what it’s like to be a child?

And at this point we can ask: Is there any God more mysterious and incomprehensible than the Christian one —⁠ precisely because he is not only a distant God, but one near-at-hand, a God whom we don’t have to seek beyond the clouds and adore from an ineliminable distance, but who treats us like a human being, better: as a human being, yet without therefore ceasing to be truly God, the Wholly Other, the Eternal, Immortal, and Omnipotent? This God has lost nothing of his elusiveness on account of the Incarnation. On the contrary, he has become even more elusive. Only now do we begin to get a glimmer of the true extent of divine omnipotence, which includes even the power to become a powerless child. Nor can we turn away from this God with the excuse that “no one can figure out” whether he is still really God or is now just a mere mortal; we are instead constantly, inevitably running up against his presence in our midst, a presence that, since Jesus’ birth, can no longer be ignored. We try to turn our backs, but the figure of Jesus is already facing us from the other side. We may be Marxists, we may be Buddhists, but we cannot escape him. The course of world history has changed since Christmas. From now on, there is just one
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