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Nativity and Our Spiritual Life 
Objective: 
How shall I receive the newborn Baby of Bethlehem? 

References: 

· “Contemplation on the Nativity of Our Lord,” H. H. Pope Shenouda III
· “Blessings of Incarnation,” Anba Gregory
· “Levels of Teachings Feasts,” Anba Bemin. 

Memory Verse: 

“That Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” (Ephesians 3:17). 

Introduction: 


We should be happy on the feast day and rejoice when we celebrate the newborn Baby of Bethlehem. It is a great feast on which we remember the coming of the Lord to our world and His incarnation; He became man to live with us as one of us and to be like us in everything except sin. 


The memories of Nativity are very pleasant indeed. Angels in heaven sing hymns of praise, the shepherds and the wise men offer worship to the Lord Jesus, and Jesus in the manger makes wonderful peace between those in heaven and those on earth. But what is most important is the effect of the Lord’s Nativity in our spiritual lives. 

Lesson Outline: 


Our Lord Christ was born of the Virgin and became man like us so that He may be spiritually born in every human soul that opens her heart to Him and receives Him. Jesus wore our flesh and His Spirit protects us. He was born of human flesh, and we are spiritually born in Him. 

I. Repentance 


The grace of Nativity, then, dwells in us when Jesus comes to us and dwells in us; “that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” (Ephesians 3:17). 


Jesus does not dwell in us if we hold fast to the desires of the world; the Lord is not born in man unless man is born anew because the soul that is born anew is the soul that can be a dwelling place for the Baby of Bethlehem. 


We attained the new birth through baptism, but we make it perfect through true repentance.  True repentance is a devoted life. It is in the life that always looks up to heaven. It is the life that carries out what St. Peter said: “So put away all malice and insincerity and envy and all slander. Like newborn babes, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up to salvation” (1 Peter 2:1, 2). 


Only through this new birth can we meet our Lord Jesus Christ. Nativity has no meaning unless we hear the voice of the feast in our ears, saying to us, “You have to be born anew. Be clean and pure as a new babe. Train yourself. Long for the milk of the Divine word. Taste it and enjoy it.” 

II. Humility 


The Nativity of our Lord changed all concepts. The strong is not necessarily the rich or the master since greatness lies in humility. The Lord has put down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of low degrees. So it is necessary for us to deny ourselves and follow the Son; “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself.” We have to consider ourselves as nothing before God, whatever our intelligence, abilities and positions may be. We have to feel that we are in dire need for Divine help and humbly accept to deal with all people, even sinners, as if they were far better than we are. We should bravely confess our sins and not be proud of our talents because the Word of God dwells in the humble heart.

The Lord who found comfort in the womb of Virgin Mary, who was meek, humble and lowly, still finds comfort in the heart of a humble and lowly person who is never haughty or arrogant. 

III. Purity 


Without purity no one can see God. How can Christ abide in a heart that is filled with bad desires and wrong emotions such as anger, lust and defilement? Jesus was born in a manger, and this indicates that He came to purify and sanctify the desires of the flesh. We have to clean our manger so that the Lord Christ may come and dwell in it. 


When Nineveh repented, the animals fasted, and in the manger the animals received Him. We should control our desires. Look at the Virgin who is the model of purity; such a heart is the only place that deserves Christ to dwell in. She was filled with grace. Her mind was pure, so the Lord chose her and sent His Spirit to give her Divine power to keep her flesh, self and soul in the fear of God. She was the temple, the bride and the manger. 


We have to watch our conduct and behavior, especially in keeping the body pure and abstaining from the desires of the flesh, so that we may be worthy of receiving the Baby of Bethlehem. 

IV. Singing Hymns 


The hearts which are filled with love deserve to see the Babe. The magi sacrificed and suffered. Simon the Elder waited for a very long time. The Virgin endured the pains, and Joseph suffered a lot. 


All waited patiently for the coming of Christ. When Jesus was born, the heavens opened and the heavenly hosts showed their happiness through their hymns and praises. 


The Church receives Christmas through a whole month of preparedness, through hymns, worship and fasting during the month of Kiahk (The praises of Seven and Four). 


The entire world rejoices on that day as a new, great event occurs in the world and in the life of the children of God. 


O thirsty people, come to the well of water. Let those who are tired rejoice and welcome the birth of the Lamb with hymns. Cast your burden on the Lord. Sing with joy. Praise His Holy Name forever. 

Applications: 

· Nativity fasting should be accompanied by self-examination, confession, and receiving the Holy Communion to take Christ in us, especially on the eve of the Feast. 

· Study the pleasant Nativity hymns and attend the Nativity Eve Hymn of Praise. 

· You can put on the best clothes, but your heart should be humble and show love to the poor. 

· On the feast day, go with your teachers to the orphanages and hospitals to visit the poor and the sick, and in this way everyone will rejoice and be merry.
· When you make the Nativity Cavern and when you put the animals in it, remember that you must sanctify your instincts through grace. When you put the shepherds, remember the spirit of vigil. When you put the Virgin, remember her lowliness and humility. Let the Nativity Cavern be an object of contemplation and a new beginning. 





Inspirations from the Nativity

By H. H. Pope Shenouda III

The Nativity and Its Effectiveness in Our Life


The feast is not merely an ending to fasting, exchanging good wishes and nice words, or pursuing worldly pleasures. But a true feast with joy and celebrations comes about when we acquire the virtues inspired by the feast and enjoy its effectiveness in us. How can this be?

God has arranged certain feasts for us:
God, to make His children happy, has arranged certain feasts for them. What a beautiful thing that’s worth meditation; God sets certain days for joy and certain occasions as feasts for people to rejoice.


When God gave the people His Law, He did not make it all commands, orders and prohibitions, but He included some days and feasts for joy. He wanted His children to rejoice, to feast and to have pleasure. This is clear in chapter 23 of the Book of Leviticus: "And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, ‘Speak to the children of Israel and say to them: The feasts of the Lord, which you shall proclaim to be holy convocations, these are My feasts'" (Lev 23: 1-4).


The feasts in the Holy Scripture are exalted days to the Lord. Among those days is the Lord’s Day, i.e. the weekly holiday. It is the first feast God gave His people. He said, "Six days shall work he done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of solemn rest, a holy convocation. You shall do me no work on it; it is a Sabbath of the Lord" (Lev 23: 3). He said the same about the other feasts; they are days of the Lord, days of rest. Any work on such days is violation of the divine commandment.


The day of the Lord is holy, designated for the Lord completely. The world has nothing in it; work or pleasures have no place in it. Truly, it is a holiday but it is a “holiday to the Lord.” And the word "holy," from which the word "holiday" is derived, signifies well the meaning. Therefore the feast days and the weekly rest are all holy days, according to the Law. They are designated to the Lord and should all be the Lord's. Feasts in the past had certain religious rituals, like those of the Passover and Unleavened Bread (Ex 12), the Harvest and other feasts mentioned in (Lev 23). Likewise, in the New Testament, feasts have certain prayers and rituals.


Nevertheless, we should not be satisfied with the prayers of the feast in the church. We should keep well the holiness of the feast. How could we do that?


We have to remember and live the virtues inspired by the feast. If we do this, the feast will have its effectiveness in our life and conduct. In this way, we keep the holiness of the feast practically; otherwise the feast will be of no avail. What are those virtues inspired by the feasts that we might acquire and live them?

Unostentatiousness:

An important lesson that we learn from the Nativity is to be unostentatious. We have as an example the Lord Christ who preferred to be born in a tiny city (Bethlehem), in a humble manager, and on a day not declared to the people. He came without any celebrations.


He could have come to the world in a glorious procession, on a chariot carried by the Cherubim and the Seraphim. But He did not care for outer appearances. He was born on a very cold day, with insufficient swaddling clothes and no warmth.


If we then avoid worldly appearances, we shall come into the effectiveness of the Nativity. Real greatness is not in outer appearances - whether wealth, clothing, adornments, or similar things expressing the self - but rather in the victorious heart that is filled with virtues. So if you really want the Nativity to have its effectiveness in your life, avoid the outer appearances that you love.

Humbleness:


The Nativity of the Lord is the greatest lesson in humbleness. Without such humbleness, the Nativity would lose its divine essence. Meditate then on the Lord's humbleness, who in His incarnation "emptied Himself, taking the form of a bondservant and coming in the likeness of men" (Phil 2:7, 8). Mediate also on the Nativity and on what the holy Virgin said about her being chosen by the Lord: "He has regarded the lowly state of His maidservant" (Lk 1:48). 

If we want to celebrate the Nativity, we have to celebrate the humbleness in it and in us. Let us search into the depths of humbleness, for how we can live it and what things contradict it in order to avoid them. For what is the benefit of meditating on the humbleness of Christ and not acquire it or following His example (Jn 13:15) and walking just as He walked (1 Jn 2: 6).

Simplicity:


It is another lesson we learn from the Nativity. We notice from the story of the Nativity that God has chosen certain persons and declared to them His will. Others, though higher in positions, were not chosen. God, for instance, announced the Nativity to the shepherds and the Magi. These heard, rejoiced, and went there and worshipped. Many others, such as the scribes, the Pharisees, the priests and the elders, did not receive the announcement! What is the reason?

God’s mysteries are declared only to simple hearts that can rejoice in them. That is the reason. The Magi and the shepherds were simple. As soon as they heard, they believed and rejoiced. The Magi went also and presented their gifts, as the Lord had guided them in a dream (Mt 2:12). The great leaders did not have such simple, ready hearts. When Herod the king heard this, "he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him" (Mt 2:3). He searched and conducted investigations, using lies, deceit and conspiracy!


See which type of these two are you? Are you among those who deserve that the Lord declares His mysteries?  If you don’t know, I tell you that the simple in heart - like the Magi, who in spite of their wisdom were simple, and their hearts had no deceit like Herod and others - those only deserve to know God's mysteries. When the star guided the Magi, they believed and followed it. And when they saw in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they obeyed. When they saw the Lord in the manger, they did not suspect but they believed. Faith certainly needs such simplicity of heart.


The holy Virgin also had such simplicity of heart. She believed the things which were told her from the Lord (Lk 1:45). She believed that she would give birth to a child while still a virgin. Joseph the carpenter also believed the same when he was told in a dream. Let us then ask ourselves: Do we behave with a simple heart or in a complicated way, in doubt?

The contemporary world, regrettably, has many complications. The new civilization has many defects, foremost of which is that it took away the simplicity of the whole world. Simplicity is in fact a great treasure that should not be lost.

Simplicity is different from plainness, for one may be simple but wise. The Lord required us to be wise as serpents and simple as doves (Mt 10:16). The Magi were wise and simple at the same time. Would that we likewise be simple without submission or ignorance, and wise without complication!

The fullness of time:


It is another lesson from the Nativity. The Lord Christ came in the fullness of time (Gal 4: 4), though the promise of salvation had been given to Adam and Eve thousands of years before.


On the Lord's Nativity, we remember this “fullness of time” to be convinced that everything takes place in its due time, according to the will of the Lord who sets days and times.


If we believe in this “fullness of time,” we will be patient and not troubled at all. This will give us confidence and trust. So, we can wait for the Lord more than those who watch for the morning (Ps 130). We become aware that speed is not a sound measure, but what is important is the proper time which the Lord chooses. When that time comes, the Lord will certainly work.

The Lord seeks our salvation:


One of the spiritual points we learn from the story of Incarnation and Nativity is that God Himself seeks our salvation. Even if man is negligent of his own salvation, God cares.


When human beings were unable to save themselves, God came to save them. This is what St. Jacob the Serogi said: “There was a controversy between man and God. As man could not ascend to God to reconcile with Him, God Himself descended to make this reconciliation.”

It is God who started the salvation process. He gave the promise, prepared for it and perfected it.  Salvation could not have been fulfilled without Him.


The Nativity was the starting point of salvation. So when Simeon the elderly saw it, he said, "Lord, You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word; for my eyes have seen Your salvation" (Lk 2: 29, 30).


The Nativity of the Lord Christ is not a mere ordinary birth, but it is an evidence of the wonderful divine love; "For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son" (Jn 3:16). This giving, of course, was for the sake of the world. Redemption was the main reason for Incarnation or "God's love coming to the world.”

Whenever we look at the picture of the Lord's Nativity, we remember God's love to mankind. We remember how He sought our salvation; "the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost" (Lk 19:10). For our salvation, He emptied Himself and took the form of a bondservant. He came in the flesh and endured the weakness of human nature. He experienced hunger, thirst and fatigue. He suffered insults and passions. He was crucified, buried and risen. What greater love is worth remembering whenever we contemplate on the Nativity?!


He was born in a manger to lift us up to His throne in eternity. He became the Son of Man to make man the son of God. He took what is ours to give us what is His. He carried our sins to set on us His righteousness. His coming to the world was a kind of care for us, human kind. He first sent prophets, apostles and angels to prepare the way, and then He Himself came last. How deep His love is; He wills not that we perish in our sins! 

Since God loves us so much, shouldn’t we love Him likewise? Since God seeks our salvation with so much sacrifice, shouldn’t we be keen for our own salvation? We should take part with Him in work so that we may “lay hold of that for which Christ Jesus has also laid hold of me” (Phil 3:12).


This is then the lesson: If we care not for our own salvation, we shall have not attained the effectiveness of the Nativity in our life.

The significance of the event:

Many are the lessons that can be learned from the Lord's Nativity. But it is most important to train ourselves to benefit from such lessons.                                .


On every feast and on every occasion, try to benefit from the spirit of the occasion. Discover its significance, practice it in your life and ask yourselves, “What is the lesson God wants us to learn on this occasion? What is God's message to us?” Do benefit from the blessed day. Let it not pass by without affecting your practical life.


Would that you feel a better change in your life because of the feast! Would that you feel a strong incentive that draws you nearer to God because of the feast! Remember that the feast is the Lord's, and the Lord has given us the opportunity of spiritual joy that we may have life and enjoy what is best for us.

The Nativity: What Precedes and What Follows


With the Nativity of the Lord Christ, the world has started a new age that’s completely different from all the previous ages. The Nativity has become an interval separating between two different epochs: that preceding the Nativity and that following it.


What then is the novelty that changed the form of the world? What is the newness introduced by Christianity which the apostle referred to, saying, "Old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new" (2 Cor 5: 17).


The Lord Christ has given a new concept to life, new expressions not used before, and deep spiritual significance for all nations. Those who listened were amazed and said, “We never saw anything like this!”

The Lord Christ came to spread love among people and between people and God. He came to present to the people a loving Father who treats them not as servants but as children, whom they can address in prayer with the words “Our Father in heaven.” And the people, out of love, not out of fear, do His commandments, longing to do good. It is thus declared in Christianity: "God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God and God in him" (1 Jn 4:16). "There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear" (1 Jn4:18).


“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength. This is the first commandment. And the second, like it, is this: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” These two commandments involve all other commandments. On these two commandments, as the Lord says, hang all the Law and the Prophets (Mt 22:40).


The Lord Christ has introduced a new teaching on love, the love of enemies and offenders. He said, “Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you” (Mt 5:44). In Christianity, to repay good for evil means that evil has been overcome. Therefore the apostle says, "Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good" (Rom 12:21); "If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him a drink" (Rom 12:20; Prov 25:21). Love should then prevail because "love never fails" (1 Cor 13: 8) and "Many waters cannot quench love" (Song 8: 7).


Actually the words "God is love" are new to the world. The world knew only God the Almighty and Awful, whom people feared and in order to please Him, they offered Him sacrifices and various types of worship. Likewise, the words "love your enemies" are new in the context of human relations. Therefore the world was amazed on hearing them by the mouth of the Lord Christ.

In His love, the Lord Christ came also with the message of peace. He announced peace among the people, peace between man and God, and peace within the hearts. It is God's peace which surpasses all understanding. On the Lord Christ's birth, the angels chanted "on earth peace" because He came to make reconciliation between heaven and earth and between God and man. Before that, sin had set a barrier between man and God. He wanted this reconciliation to continue with human relations. So He said, "Therefore if you bring your gift to the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar, and go your way. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift" (Mt 5:23).


Reconciliation therefore is better than the offering of gifts. The Scripture says, "I desire mercy and not sacrifice" (Mt 9: 13). And the Lord Christ said, "Agree with your adversary quickly, while you are on the way with him" (Mt 5: 25); "If anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have your cloak also" (Mt 5: 40).


The Lord Christ wanted to spread peace among people. Therefore He said to His disciples, "Whatever house you enter, first say: Peace to this house" (Lk 10: 5). "A new commandment I give you that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another" (Jn 13:34); "By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another" (Jn 13:35).

For the sake of peace, Christianity has called people to give preference to one another in honor (Rom 12:10). Love continues through humbleness, self-denial and bearing with one another. Therefore the Lord Christ said, "If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me" (Mt 16: 24). Self-denial is in fact a new thing introduced by Christianity into the world. Before that, the Ego was the idol which one worshipped, wanting it to grow and be glorified.


Christianity called man to forget himself in his love to his brother. It is that sacrificial love which gives continually and sacrifices itself, taking always the last place and bearing with everyone to win all. It is the love that conceals itself to give place to the other, saying, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (Jn 3:30). It is the love that says to God, "Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us, hut to Your name give glory" (Ps 116:1).

Christianity called for humbleness in dealing with God and with others. The Ego hides, concealing itself, and goodness is done in secret. The heavenly Father who sees in secret will reward it openly. Therefore Christianity teaches us that he who seeks to be honored, honor flees from him, and he who flees from honors wisely, honor seeks him. The Lord gave the people a new teaching strange to their ears, for He said, "He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for My sake will find it" (Mt 10: 39).

The Lord Christ put new measures for power. Power is not an outer appearance, revealing prevalence and victory over others. It is rather an inner strength within the heart, making one overcomes his own self! For he who rules his spirit is better than he who takes a city (Prov 16:32). An aggressive person is weak because he is overcome by his sin and by violence. He is overcome by the lack of love towards others, even though he seems strong outwardly. On the contrary, one who is longsuffering is powerful. He is powerful in ruling himself well and in refraining from avenging himself.


Time is lacking to tell you, brethren, about all the new spiritual principles introduced to the world by the Lord's birth.  It is sufficient to know that the epoch following the Nativity was completely new in its concepts. Even God's sublime Laws of the Old Testament were misunderstood by the people, for a veil was on their eyes, their hearts and their minds. When the Lord Christ came, He revealed the beauty and sublimity of those Laws. 

Glory be to Him now and for ever and ever. Amen.



 NAME: ____________________________
first                                        last                                                       .
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Verse to memorize: 

	That Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith
Ephesians 3:17


1. Through r________________, we invite our Lord Jesus to be b__________ anew in us, making our h____________ a suitable dwelling place for Him.
2. _______________ finds comfort to dwell in a person that is h__________, just like he found ________________ to dwell in the womb of ______________, who was meek, humble and lowly.

3. Without pu_________ no one can see God; a heart free from the desires of the flesh is pu_________.

4. The Church receives ______________ through a whole month of preparedness; this month is called ______________________.

5. The Church expresses her ___________ during Nativity Advent by singing _____________ in vigils known as _________________________________.

6. Nativity fasting should be accompanied by ________
a) Self examination

b) Confession

c) Receiving the Holy Communion

d) Prayers & Vigils

e) All the above
7. What virtue(s) should we learn from the shepherds who visited Christ in the manger?
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