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And yes, it was hard leaving Galilee and the idyllic view from my pillow each morning and set
off for Bethlehem and the tension of the West Bank. It was a shock to see the extent of the wall
and see how it acts not just as a physical barrier but as a symbolic barrier - a place that
separates human beings. I found myself reflecting on the difference between a boundary and a
barrier. Although boundaries express an area between two places or two people, they are
essentially meeting places. Boundaries protect whereas barriers separate - even isolate. All the
more poignant as we celebrated the Eucharist together in the  tiny chapel of the Franciscan
guest house next door. The service at which I was so privileged to preside focussed on the
incarnation - John's spine-tingling first fourteen verses, climaxing in, 'And the Word became
flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father's only son, full of
grace and truth. 
And it was amazing to be sharing in such a rite just a stone's throw from the place where the
Word became flesh as Jesus was born two  thousand years ago. I wonder how much the
internal images we have carried with us, coloured and shaped by nativity plays, paintings and
windows, Christmas carols and the telling and retelling of the story, will be changed, re-shaped
because we are here I this place. The prophet Micah prophesies that from this small town will
be raised up the Messiah who would bring salvation to Israel. The place where an earlier boy-
king was anointed. And so it was that one dark star-lit night that this place became the centre
of the universe, centre-stage as God's sacred drama unfolded. Bethlehem, where angels
appeared to shepherds on the hillsides and sang praises, where a new star rested over the
place where God stooped to earth to take human flesh; where a baby was born to a young
woman, in a stable and laid in a manger.  
Bethlehem is where the infinite, eternal and boundless Word of God breaks into the finite, the
spatial existence of the world and takes on the finite and bound existence of a human being. 
The City of David then, provides the history, the imagery and the expectations for Israel. And
Bethlehem provides the stage on which this sacred, Christian drama takes place. Peter, our
wonderful guide reminded us that it is not the land which is holy, but the people. This is the
place where the sacred story of holy people takes place.  
Because it's not to Bethlehem that God comes. Bethlehem is not the place where the Word of
God comes to dwell. God's dwelling place is in the tender flesh of the infant Jesus. And it is in
this form that he comes to meet us. It is in Jesus' flesh he walks among us, heals us, restores
us, refreshes us. And here, in Bethlehem in the form of bread and wine he meets US, heals US,
restores US and refreshes US. And once again, just for the moment,  Bethlehem becomes the
centre of the universe; centre stage, as God makes his dwelling place here, in each one of us.


