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“Wild Christmas” 
 
 
So in the spirit of the eager anticipation of Advent, I’d like to continue 
pondering the mystery of Christmas with you this week, and with our 
lectionary reading which reminds us of John the Baptist’s surprising 
role, I found myself amazed at the many different dimensions to the 
Christmas story, and how on account of this Christmas is that unique 
type of event that can mean such different things to different people.  
 
And even though each year we have these four weeks of Advent to 
try to prepare for it, and even though we have a lifetime to try to get it 
right, something about Christmas still seems to elude us, or to 
perplex us, or to go beyond the realm of our comprehension. 
 
Jean-Luc Marion, one of my professors in Divinity School who 
teaches both at Chicago and at the Sorbonne in Paris, would call 
Christmas, in the language of his theology, a “saturated 
phenomenon,” by which he has in mind a phenomenon or an event 
that, by virtue of its sheer surplus and excess of meaning, thoroughly 
saturates or overwhelms any attempt that we make to turn our 
attention towards it, and more than saturates, the phenomenon spills 
over and rushes beyond us, sort of like the way that coffee, if it’s 
poured out continually, will overflow the cup, will spill over the saucer, 
will thoroughly soak through the coffee cake, and then will continue 
running over the table on its way to wherever it’s on to next.  
 
These saturated phenomena can take many forms. It could be a 
great work of art, like a painting or a picture or a film. It could be the 
moon on a clear night, or the starry sky on a moonless night. It could 
be a perfectly wrought line of poetry, or a line of scripture which 
seems like it was written just for you. Or it could be a human baby 
that you hold in your arms, newly born, somehow both calm and 



knowing and squirmy and unruly all at the same time, ten little fingers, 
ten little toes, a tuft of hair.  
 
The powerful thing about these saturated phenomena, in my 
professor’s analysis, is that they can reverse our normal way of being 
in the world, what we can think of as our self-directed way of being—
where we as individual agents go around and inquire after things and 
impose ourselves on things, living as if we are the subjects and the 
things of the world are the objects—and instead, when we confront a 
saturated phenomenon, the situation is reversed, and the things 
themselves—the face of the other, the artwork, the newborn child—
by virtue of their excess of meaning, impose themselves upon us and 
make a demand on our attention, and so rather than being the 
subject standing over and against an object, we find ourselves 
standing before the presence of another subjectivity, one perhaps 
even greater than our own, and we find ourselves more on the 
receiving end of the gaze, of the attention, or perhaps even the 
revelation that the thing has for us.  
 
Christmas, I think can be such an event for us—before its sheer 
surplus of meaning, we find ourselves compelled to yield from a 
posture of control and imposition to a posture more of praise and of 
wonder, or as might also be the case, we can find ourselves 
hopelessly trying to match the surplus of meaning with a sudden 
flurry of activity, as if we felt compelled each Christmas to try to prove 
the old joke true, the one that says that “nothing succeeds like 
excess.” 
 
I’m also intrigued by how, with Christmas more-so it seems than with 
any other holiday, we tend to want to attach a slew of adjectives to it, 
as if on its own the event eludes us, but when modified we can at 
least catch a glimpse of it, or we can at least understand one aspect 
of it.  
 
And so we might find ourselves dreaming, as the song puts it, of a 
“White Christmas,” “Just like the ones [we] used to know.”  
 



Or we’ll find ourselves longing for what’s not here or for who’s not 
here, and we’ll think to ourselves about this perhaps being a “Blue 
Christmas,” a time where, on account of all the fullness of comfort 
and joy which surrounds us, we feel only all the more acutely the 
absences in our lives and the empty longing within.    
 
I’ve also heard yoga folks talk about a “Karma Christmas,” or there’s 
a new TV show called “A Moody Christmas,” or there’s Charles 
Shulz’s classic cartoon “Snoopy’s Christmas,” or there’s Paul 
McCartney’s song “Wonderful Christmas,” and probably on and on 
we could go.   
 
And here at the Weybridge Church, there’s a small group of us that 
makes up what we call the Green Team, a group of folks committed 
towards mobilizing a religious response to the ecological challenges 
of our time—and as an aside we’re always open to new people 
joining this group so let me know if you might be interested in this—
but a month or two ago we started dreaming together about the idea 
of a “Green Christmas” and of how we as a congregation and a world 
might move in that direction.  
 
And then today there’s John the Baptist, that ever-strange wilderness 
prophet who takes center stage each year in the weeks leading up to 
Christmas, and who, for a couple of Sundays at least, asks us to 
reckon with the idea of a “Wild Christmas.”  
 
My sense is that if it were up to pastors to pick the readings these 
weeks, we might try to pick something else to read, perhaps more 
feel-good type scriptures that align closer with the themes of the 
Advent candles that we light. Nancy Rockwell, a Congregationalist 
pastor from New Hampshire, has put it well, she writes, “Often, in our 
churches, we name these Advent weeks sweetly, as Hope, Joy, 
Love, Peace. The texts we read, however, name them otherwise: 
Bleak Earth. Unquenchable Fire. Spirit in Darkness. Birth.”  
 
Indeed, as we’ve heard this morning, the type of Christmas that John 
the Baptist had in mind is far wilder than the one we’re used to with 



the domesticated farm scene of barnyard animals, shepherds, and a 
baby wrapped in a manger.   
 
John’s Christmas, on the other hand, is an arduous trek out into the 
desert, and so a journey away from everything that’s familiar and 
comfortable and known and straight into the heart of what’s unfamiliar 
and uncomfortable and unknown. 
 
Instead of a baby cooing in a manger, we hear the voice of one crying 
out in the wilderness; instead of “peace on earth, and goodwill to all,” 
we have “repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near”; instead 
of a few well-dressed wise men from the East bringing such 
expensive gifts as gold, frankincense, and myrrh, we have one 
rugged, ragged, lone ranger wearing camel’s hair and eating locusts 
and wild honey. 
 
And yet, for providing us with a different perspective on what can 
easily become all-too familiar, I’m thankful today for John and for all 
the great wilderness prophets the world has seen—for Jesus, for 
example, who, as you’ll recall did much of his praying and soul work 
out in the wild; for St. Francis who preached to the birds and who 
wrote poems about Brother Sun and Sister Moon; for people like 
Thoreau who taught that “in wildness is the preservation of the world”; 
for people like Rachel Carson who pointed out the essential 
connection between wilderness and the sense of wonder and awe; 
for David Abram, a contemporary ecological thinker who offers this 
great thought, that “we are human only in contact and conviviality with 
what is other than human,” and of course for people like John Muir 
who wrote a good “locusts and wild honey” type quote when he wrote 
that “All wildness is finer than tameness,” and who also was known to 
climb tall trees in the midst of raging storms, who would dance in 
flooded, ice-cold mountain streams, who would celebrate the power 
of earthquakes, and who would refer to the thunder and the lightning 
as “stormy sermons.” 
 
Sometimes I think it can be good for us to remember really how wild 
the world can be. I had a good reminder of this earlier this year when 
I was down in Florida. I was body surfing in the relatively benign 



waves in the Gulf of Mexico, having a fine time communing with the 
ocean, whereupon I happened to meet up with a stingray, and more 
specifically my bony ankle met the sharp, venomous barb of its tail. 
The pain, as you might imagine, was incredible and immediate and 
the swelling and infection that it caused seemed to linger for well over 
a week, such that, even when I was back here in Vermont, I had to 
cancel a meeting on account of being stung by a stingray, which I 
think has to be up there with the very best of the “my-dog-ate-my-
homework” type excuses ever used here in Vermont.  
 
The only other person I knew who had been stung by a stingray 
before was my younger brother Matt, and so I called Matt to ask him 
what his experience with the stingray was like, and his response was 
interesting, he said that it was painful, of course, but that in retrospect 
he came to appreciate the experience because it reminded him of 
how wild the world really is, and in a sense it made him feel closer to 
the raw power of nature.  
 
Now, don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t wish the stingray or anything like 
that on anyone, but I do hope for us all this Advent that, in the spirit of 
John the Baptist, we can, in one way or another, find ourselves in the 
presence of something truly wild, something that stops us in our 
tracks, that shakes us up, that calls us out of ourselves, something 
like the strange voice of one crying out in the wilderness, inviting us 
out there to encounter the wild beauty of this world as a way of 
encountering the wild beauty of God.  


