“This must be what heaven is like!”
I’ll never forget those words, uttered by our elderly Maasai nightwatchman when he saw our
beautifully decorated Christmas tree during one of our first Christmases in Kenya, now over thirty
years ago! As I pondered his statement, I realized that our Christmas tree was probably one of the
strangest, most colorful, foreign objects he had ever seen in his life, all of which had been lived “in the
bush” of Maasailand, far from the influence of Western culture. I found it interesting, and intriguingly
appropriate, that he chose to liken the most beautiful thing he had ever seen to heaven!

Now, for me, heaven is not the first thing that comes to mind when I see a Christmas tree. However,
maybe it should be! After all,
Jesus came to earth so that one day we can go to heaven!

That’s what Christmas is all about! We celebrate the birth of a child who came to die in order to make
a way for us to live forever with him (with God!) in heaven.
I like the way Dietrich Bonhoeffer depicts Jesus’ birth in the Advent book we are reading during this
season. He writes,
“God is in the manger,

wealth in poverty, light in darkness, succor in abandonment. No evil can befall us; whatever men may
do to us, they cannot but serve God who is secretly revealed as love and rules the world and our
lives.”* Less than a year and a half later, Bonhoeffer was hanged in fulfillment of one of Hitler’s last
executive decrees, demonstrating his confident faith in this reality, even unto death.

So, as you look at a Christmas tree, or a nativity scene, or any of the other beautiful decorations of
this Advent season, let your thoughts drift to the Christ-child in the manger or, with anticipation and
longing, to heaven.

Merry Christmas!
Jon & Vera Steury
PS: Kuti, our nightwatchman, later became a believer and has since passed away, so he is now
experiencing the true beauty of heaven, which, I would imagine, far surpasses our Christmas tree!
*(Letter

to fiancée Maria von Wedemeyer from prison, December 13, 1943 – quoted in God is in The Manger: Reflections on Advent and
Christmas by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Translated by O.C. Dean Jr., Compiled and Edited by Jana Riess)
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