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“And she gave birth to her firstborn son and 
wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid him 
in a manger, because there was no place for them 
in the inn.” (Luke 2:7)

Dear Baptized in Christ,

Luke 2:7 sounds like a beautiful story, doesn’t it? It 
sounds so serene, so magical, so innocent, so quaint 
and so peaceful. The birth of Jesus sounds so good. Yet 
I ask you, what’s so good about Christmas?

Mary gave birth to her firstborn son. By all human 
appearances, this birth was not so good. Mary was a 
young, single girl. The 80-mile trip to be registered 
would have taken nearly a week. The hotels and inns 
were full in Bethlehem. Mary giving birth to her first-
born son seemed to be 
more of a scandal and 
hardship than something 
good.

Once Jesus was born, 
Mary wrapped her son in 
swaddling cloths. These 
cloths were more like 
strips of rags — anything 
to cover the baby. There is 
something deeper and 
cosmic going on here, 
however. This is the King 
of kings and the Lord of 
lords. Mary’s Son created 
the universe with His 
words. Mary’s Son is God 
Almighty. His wealth is beyond measure. Not only 
should God be covered with gold and cashmere, He 
should never have had to be “born” in the first place. 
“God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, 
begotten, not made, being of one substance with the 
Father, by whom all things were made” puts Himself 
through a human birth only to shiver and lie in the cold. 
What’s so good about this?

Mary then laid her son in a manger. This image makes 
for Christmas carols that make us feel all cozy and 
warm, doesn’t it. We have “Away in a Manger,”  “Gentle 
Mary Laid Her Child” and “Once in Royal David’s City.” 
How despicable — putting God in a germ-infested, 

manure-smelling, wood-splintered cow trough! What’s 
so good about this?

Mary and Joseph had to settle for an animal stable 
for this baby’s birth because the world had no room for 
Him. The world didn’t know who He was, and if they 
did, would that really change anything? Who today 
makes room for God, for Jesus, for the Christ-child? 
The God who caused Sinai to smoke and shake, the 
God who caused Moses to take off his shoes because 
God’s presence was so holy, and the God who split the 
Red Sea for the Israelites to cross on dry ground — for 
this God no one made room for Him to be born. He had 
no sterile birthing center, no Bethlehem clinic — just a 
cowshed because there was no other room for God. 
Again, what’s so good about this?

We make Christmas so joyous, filled with heart-
warming traditions with 
so much celebration and 
wrapped with customs 
galore. For God, however, 
what’s so good about 
Christmas? For the world, 
and especially for you, 
what’s so good about 
Christmas?

Nine months before 
Christmas, the angel 
Gabriel came to Mary and 
announced to her that she 
would conceive in her 
womb and bear a son, and 
she would call Him Jesus. 
Gabriel told Mary not to 

fear, for this child would be great and and the Son of 
the Most High. Mary understood the message well — 
she would be the mother of God. Mary knew that God 
had become flesh to dwell among us, and that He 
would enter the world through her womb. This was 
confirmed in Joseph’s dream, “That which is conceived 
in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, 
and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins” (Matt. 1:20-21). 

Christmas is so good because it is God taking on 
the flesh of the first Adam and all his descendants in 
order to bear Adam’s sins. In doing so, this infant Jesus 

What’s so good about Christmas?
Sharing with you my heart . . .
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takes your sins into His own flesh in order to make you 
into a new Adam, an heir and son of God; forgiven and 
rebirthed into the kingdom of God.

Swaddling cloths do nothing for God but humiliate 
Him. During this time of Christmas and gift-giving, we 
are not worthy of clothing ourselves with earthly 
adornments like trinkets of gold and silver or fleece 
blankets, wrapping ourselves in our favorite sports 
teams. We are not even worthy of rags and strips of 
cloth to cover our shame and sinful flesh. We have fall-
en so deep and we are so trapped in sin and death. Rags 
and soiled cloths are too good for us. 

Christmas is so good because God comes to earth 
to wear our garments of sin and death and damnation. 
In the Garden of Eden, God clothed guilty Adam and 
Eve with the skins of animals. In Bethlehem’s stable, 
God clothes us with Himself. As Jesus comes to earth, 
He washes away our sins, He heals our wounds of guilt 
and death, and He places on our flesh and on our soul 
the exalted, priceless, gorgeous robe of His own righ-
teousness. Christmas is about taking us from rags to 
riches; the rags of sin to the riches of being made holy 
in His sight for all eternity.

In her love, Mary places Jesus in a cow’s trough. It 
wasn’t an ivory crib, but it was the best she could give 
Him. It was less than adequate and most uncomfortable 
for the omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient God. We 
witness Jesus in a number of inadequate uncomfortable 
places: coming out of the River Jordan at His baptism, 
the brink of Nazareth where townspeople want to kill 
Him, at the whipping post, on a cross and in a tomb. 
None of it was by accident — it was all carefully 
planned and determined by God Himself. None of this 
was good for God, but it was all very good for us.

Christmas is so good because as Jesus lays in a 
manger (and on a cross and in a tomb), He gives rest to 
our lives and to our souls. Consider this Paul Gerhardt 
Christmas stanza:

 “O Jesus Christ, Thy manger is
 My paradise at which my soul reclineth.
 For there, O Lord, doth lie the Word
 Made flesh for us;
 Herein Thy grace forth shineth.”

This Infant God comes to earth and is laid in a man-
ger for the sole purpose of taking us (you) to heaven to 
live in Paradise for a time that never ends.

I don’t know what Mary and Joseph thought about no 
room being available in Bethlehem for God to be born. 
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Their situation, however, illustrates the whole big prob-
lem, doesn’t it? God came to earth because mankind 
— from the time of Adam and Eve’s fall into sin right 
down to our (your) very last rebellious sin against God 
this day — moved God out of the way and made no 
room for Him in their lives. This situation left undone 
would leave God out of our lives forever, where we 
would be separated from Him forever in hell. 

Christmas is so good because, while mankind made 
no room for God, God made room for mankind. Think 
of St. Paul’s words, “But God shows His love for us in 
that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” 
(Rom. 5:8). At the fall in Eden, heaven was shut tight 
for no sinner to enter in — there was no room for any 
sinful, rebellious person and that includes us all. At 
Christmas, God comes to earth … He bears the sins of 
all people … He died on the cross forgiving our sins … 
He rose from the dead to raise us from death and hell to 
eternal life. At the coming of God in Christ Jesus, heav-
en is opened to all who believe in Him, and there is now 
room for every repentant sinner.

Who could fathom such a gift? Who could make this 
gift of Christmas so good for all the world —- and for 
you? What’s so good about Christmas? The answer 
is the announcement of the angels at Jesus’ birth: “Fear 
not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that 
will be for all people. For unto you is born this day in 
the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” 
(Luke 2:10-11).

In the name of Jesus,
President Baneck

Galatians 2:20
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Pastors focus on religious 
freedoms at conference

Kristina Arriaga, executive director of the Becket 
Fund, was the featured speaker at the North Dakota 
District Fall Pastors’ Conference in Bismarck.

Arriaga leads a team of lawyers and communications 
professionals who defend our first freedom in the Unit-
ed States and abroad. She first joined the Becket Fund 
in 1995, bringing many years of experience in the fight 
for liberty.

After starting her career in Washington, D.C., work-
ing for U.S. Ambassador José Sorzano at the Cuban 
American National Foundation, she became an advisor 
to the U.S. delegation to the United Nations Human 
Rights Commission (UNHRC). Splitting her time 
between the seat of the UNHRC in Geneva and Wash-
ington, D.C., Kristina worked on raising awareness of 
the plight of political prisoners in Cuba.

Bishop David Kagen of the Bismarck Diocese was 
also a featured speaker at the conference. The confer-
ence was also open to the local Catholic clergy as 
shared concerns about religious liberties were dis-
cussed.

Laity and clergy were invited to an open forum at 
Shepherd of the Valley Lutheran Church. Arriaga was 

The arrow points 
to Kristina Arriaga, 
pictured with those in 
attendance at the confer-
ence. She also is pictured with North Dakota District Presi-
dent Rev. Dr. James Baneck and his wife, Myrna.

able to bring about an awareness of just exactly how 
our religious liberties are under attack today, and how 
the Becket Fund is working to defend them. Attendees 
were able to ask questions and learn more about what 
we can do as citizens to help maintain our freedoms 
and liberties. 

“As the deer” … or elk … or moose?
Mike Bittner will have 

fond memories of 2013. 
Mike drew a once-in-a-
lifetime North Dakota 
license for both elk and 
moose and had success 
filling both tags. He filled 
his elk tag with a bull, 
taken in the national grass-
lands near Theodore Roos-
evelt National Park. While 
hunting there, he met a landowner 
from north central North Dakota. 
When he found out Mike had a 
moose tag, he invited him to hunt 
in his area where he knew there 
were moose. With his help, Mike 
filled his moose tag with a 45-inch 
bull. 

Mike and his wife, Marie, are 
members of Zion, Glen Ullin, and 
are expecting their first child in January. 

Members provide “spark” 
on Pastor Appreciation Day

Members of the 
S.P.A.R.K. group at 
Shepherd of the 
Valley Lutheran 
Church, Bismarck, 
took part in a ser-
vant event to 
honor their pastor, 
the Rev. Les Wolf-
gram, as part of Pastor 
Appreciation Month. The 
kids and parents served by 
cleaning up Wolfgram’s gar-
den, moving a huge pile of 
brush and harvesting apples. 
Their service was greatly 
appreciated. The event ended 
with a picnic lunch, apple crisp and a huge bonfire 
from the brush that was moved.
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The name has changed; the ministry continues

North Dakota Developmental 
Center in Grafton celebrated a 
name change. The home for intel-
lectually and developmentally dis-
abled people is now called the Life 
Skills and Transition Center. 

Superintendent Alex Schweitzer 
says North Dakota over the past 
decade has dramatically changed 
how services are provided to people 
with disabilities to help them fulfill 
personal goals and dreams. He says 
the new name reflects that. The 
Grafton center is part of the state 
Department of Human Services. It 
employs about 375 people and 
serves 86 people. 

The Rev. Bernie Seter and Evelyn 

Allensworth, pictured, lead 
the ministry at All Faith Cha-
pel and the Life Skills and 
Transition Center, along with 
countless volunteers who 
have participated in Bible 
study and program activities.

Seter has served since the 
1980s and preaches during 
Sunday worship, conducts funerals 
and provides counseling for people 
stricken with grief and other mat-
ters. He has also served as the bio-
ethics committee chairman for 
several years.

The name of the center at Grafton 
has changed many times. All Faith 
Chapel was dedicated in the 1970s 

as a gift of love from the people of 
North Dakota. All Faith Chapel at 
the State Developmental Center is 
now All Faith Chapel at the Life 
Skills and Transition Center. The 
names change but the message is 
the same — repentance and remis-
sion of sins preached in the name of 
Jesus the Christ.

Annual Marriage retreat —
Shepherd’s Hill at the Crossroads

n Friday-Saturday, Jan. 24-27
n Only $180 per couple
There’s nothing scary about this retreat, no bright lights or 

revealing your deepest, darkest secrets!
Come to enjoy a relaxing weekend with other married 

couples. Enjoy the warm fireplace, delicious food, some 
time to discuss the issues printed below and lots of free time 
— away from phones, kids and work.

You’ll have a great time!
The emphasis will be “The Lutheran Family,” including 

three really important issues:
n Love Languages

• How do you express love in your marriage? 
• How do you want love expressed to you?

n Confession and Forgiveness
Have you ever sinned against your spouse? What do you 

do with that sin? God has a plan to erase our sins and help 
us forgive one another in our marriage. It’s the only way to 
build a lasting Christian marriage.
n Raising Lutheran Children

Many of our Lutheran children are “already gone;” they’ve 
checked out of Christianity. What is the answer for shaping 
and forming our children in Christ for their eternity?

To reserve your spot, email President James Baneck at 
ndlcmspres@midconetwork.com. Just say, “We’re in!” and 
give him your names. He’ll get back to you.

Campaign inching 
toward goal

The 25/25/25 cam-
paign continues to 
gain more ground as 
as additional 
$12,950 was 
received this month 
to help eliminate the 
mortgage at Shep-
herd’s Hill at the 
Crossroads. 

Remember the 
ministry at Shep-
herd’s Hill at the 
Crossroads as you 
consider those end-
of-the-year gifts and 
donations.


