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A few weeks ago Beth and I, along with Sarah and her boyfriend Alex, attended the Van 

Gogh exhibit at Eastern Hills Mall. I was very skeptical about this. I’d seen the ads on TV and 

thought it seemed gimmicky, really just silly. I want to see his paintings; why can’t we just stand 

and study his artwork? Do we really need to be inside of it? It all sounded hokey to me.  

 

 But I was completely wrong. It was amazing to stand in that room and be immersed in 

this artwork. Maybe it wouldn’t work as well with other artists but Van Gogh’s work is so 

dynamic and vibrant that presenting it this way really brought it to life. And it made me wonder 

if that sort of experience, seeing the imagery of “The Starry Night” or “Wheatfield with Crows” 

all around you, everywhere you look, is what it’s like to be an artist who is occupied by an idea 

or an image. It fills their awareness to the exclusion of everything else until it’s finally captured 

on canvas or on the page. Being immersed in the artwork was the only way even to remotely 

experience that feeling. 

 

 It opened a new insight for me into how to appreciate visual art. Maybe it’s not meant to 

be objectified and kept at arm’s length, merely studied. Maybe work like that is meant to be 

entered. Realizing that gives me a different way to think about what we’re doing here tonight. 

 

 Our celebration isn’t just to remember the birthday of someone famous, or even revered. 

We’re not here just to commemorate something that happened a long time ago. The stories we 

tell, the songs we sing, the artwork, this tableau we construct, is all meant to usher us into this 

experience. We’re meant to be immersed in this moment, to become a part of it. This isn’t for 

study or critique; we can’t hold it at arm’s length or step back from it. We’re meant to see God’s 

incarnation all around us, to see God present everywhere we look. 

 

 Like stepping into that immersive Van Gogh exhibit, Jesus’ birth is a way of entering the 

mind of God. We talk in metaphors about what this means because our language is inadequate to 

express our experience of God. We talk about God coming down to meet us, coming from the 

outside and entering into our reality. But I think what’s really happening here is God emerges 

from us and not outside us. God is incarnate through us. We are God’s canvas and part of God’s 

masterpiece all at once.  

 

What we learn at Christmas, what this immersion teaches us, is God is as close to us as 

our own breath. God knows us in the deepest, most intimate way because God meets us where 

we live. And we are not alone. The great poet W. H. Auden in his poem “For the Time Being: A 

Christmas Oratorio,” another immersive experience to read it, has this wonderful section where 

the narrator is contrasting the way we experience the story in the gospel with how we live our 

lives; he says,  

To those who have seen 

The Child, however dimly, however incredulously, 

The Time Being is, in a sense, the most trying time of all. 



For the innocent children who whispered so excitedly 

Outside the locked door where they knew the presents to be 

Grew up when it opened.  Now, recollecting that moment 

We can repress the joy, but the guilt remains conscious; 

Remembering the stable where for once in our lives 

Everything became a You and nothing was an It. 

 

Everything becomes a You and nothing is an It. That’s what happens when we immerse 

ourselves in this birth and stop standing outside it, keeping it at arm’s length, at a safe distance.  

God is no longer an object to us and we are no longer merely spectators in this cosmic drama that 

barely keeps our attention.  We are part of it because we are known; we are Emmanuel, in this 

moment: God with us. 

 

Amen 


