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In early November Renee and I were able to get out of Lubbock for a short break.
Though COVID numbers were bad here, at that point they were still very low in San Antonio.
So we headed that way.
In San Antonio, we had the rather surreal experience of visiting SeaWorld with very
reduced numbers, mandatory masks, and heavy social distancing. They were open from 1:00 in
the afternoon until 8:00 in the evening. But the bulk of the folks who were there, were there with
kids, and they headed out around 5:00. That meant I got to do something I'd never done at
SeaWorld.
SeaWorld has a number of extreme roller coasters, but there are not many other rides
in the park. Usually under normal circumstances, that means that the lines are incredibly long.
But that evening at SeaWorld, you could practically walk right up and get on a coaster, even
though they were doing social distancing, and only putting people every other row or every third
row depending on the coaster.
So Renee was kind enough to wait below while I binged on the 4 big roller coasters at
SeaWorld, riding each of them over and over again.
You see, I love roller coasters. But truth be told, I hit a point in my life when I got
too large to ride them. In fact, I hadn't been on a really extreme coaster since 2002 or 2003. But
now that I've had bariatric surgery and have lost 200 pounds, I can fit into these coasters again.
And so that night, Renee let me ride to my heart's content. It was wonderful.
But something else that was wonderful also happened to us that day.
At the beginning of the day, when most people entered the park and turned right, we
turned left and headed to the dolphin enclosure, a series of pools covering about a quarter acre.
There are thick glass windows set into the walls at various intervals so you can see
the dolphins swimming by.
There were very few people there, and we had one window, and really the whole end
of the pool to ourselves.
At one point a number of trainers in wetsuits waded out into the pool. They called the
dolphins to them, a pair of trainers for each dolphin. They were a long way away out in the
middle of the pool, but it was still fun to watch them interacting with the dolphins.
At one point, one of the trainers went [***flapping both arms like fins***] and then
pointed to us. The dolphin took off like a shot and was swimming like a grey torpedo straight
toward us. The trainer shouted out, "He's coming right at you." The other trainer shouted, "Get
your camera ready."
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The next thing we knew the dolphin swam right up to the glass, curved up and
breached out of the water right in front of us, flapping both of his pectoral fins. He was so close
little drops of water from his fins splashed on us. If I had had time to prepare, if I had
anticipated what was going to
happen, if I had known how close
the dolphin would be, then I would
have had the camera turned in
portrait instead of landscape. But I
did get this picture of him, as
imperfect as it is. And then, the
dolphin slid back into the water, and
headed back to his trainers. Renee
and I enjoyed that encounter
tremendously.
In some ways, that dolphin points to the meaning of Christmas. Like the trainers
sending the dolphin, at Christmas, the Father sends the Son to us.
But the dolphin was only right in front of us for a couple seconds at most. He swam
up, he came out of the water, he waved, then he went back.
But when Jesus came, he stayed with us far more than 2 seconds. He was with us for
more than 30 years.
And Jesus did more than just give us a quick wave. He lived with us. In John's
Gospel, John 1:14 says, "The Word became flesh and lived among us." Literally it says he
"tabernacled" among us, or he pitched his tent in our midst. He set up his tent in the middle of
our campground and lived with us. He moved into our neighborhood.
It would have been as if the dolphin jumped the glass and said, "I'm going home with
you guys. I'm going to hang out with you for the next several decades." It would have been as if
the dolphin came through the barrier that separated and divided us.
Except he wouldn't have been a dolphin. He would have become a real human being
just like us. That's what Jesus did at Christmas.
And if the dolphin were like Jesus, he wouldn't have walked out of SeaWorld with us.
Jesus came among us as a weak and helpless infant. He wouldn't have walked out with us. He
would have had to go home with us in a baby-stroller and a car seat.
And I wasn't really ready for the dolphin to come to us. I hardly had my phone up to
get a picture. And it wasn't the picture I would have wanted if I had had more time to prepare
and had known exactly what was going to happen.
But when Jesus came, folks weren't ready either. There was no room for him in
Bethlehem, except in an animal trough, a manger. And when he grew up, many closed their
hearts to him and refused to listen. They weren't ready for God the Son to be there in their midst.
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And we've had Advent to prepare for Christmas. But are we really ready? We sing
"Let every heart prepare him room." But is there really room in our hearts to welcome Jesus in,
fully and completely? Or are we still floundering around trying to do the best we can and just
sort of being ready for him?
Because we still desperately need God to be with us. We desperately need Jesus in
our hearts and in our lives.
This terrible year of 2020 has shown us that. This has been a frightening rollercoaster of a year without seat belts and without safety bars. Be have been plummeting and
careening around this year on an extreme roller-coaster ride, and we have not been able to be in
control of the world around us.
We have come face to face with mortality. We've come face to face with disease and
death. Some of us, myself included have lost relatives to COVID. Many have lost friends.
We've even lost a beloved member of our parish family.
And 2020 has shown us that we're not driving. We're just along for the ride. And it
has been a frightening ride at times.
And yet, the good news of Christmas is still there for us. Jesus is Emmanuel. Jesus is
"God with us."
He has pitched his tent among us, he has moved into our neighborhood. He has told
us what God is like. He has told us how much God loves each of us.
And Jesus experienced the full roller-coaster of human existence. He lived a real
human life, and he experienced a very painful and excruciating death.
But through his death Jesus has shown us that we no longer need to be afraid of death.
And through his resurrection he has shown us the joy that awaits all who believe in him, all who
welcome him into their hearts.
It may be a scary and wild and extreme ride at times. But Jesus is right beside us.
Every bend, every drop, every twist and turn, Jesus is with us. And he tells us that there is
nothing ultimately to be afraid of.
Therefore, God rest you merry…
God keep you merry, ladies and gentlemen.
Let nothing you dismay.
Remember Christ our savior was born on Christmas day.
Let every heart prepare him room,
And heaven and nature sing.

