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A middle aged clergyman in his late fifties had written a manuscript for a book and sent it to a host of 
publishers … without success.  He grew so discouraged that he threw the manuscript into a wastepaper basket.  
His wife tried to salvage the manuscript, and he told her sternly, "I've wasted enough time on it.  Leave it in there. Don’t take it 
out of the wastebasket."  Well, the next day she decided the manuscript should be seen by at least one more publisher.  
When she arrived at that publisher's office she presented the most unusual looking package that publisher had ever 
received: wrapped in brown wrapping paper was the wastepaper basket still holding her husband’s manuscript.  
She had honored her husband’s request; she had not taken the manuscript out of the waste basket!  The publisher 
did, though.  That determined wife’s name was Ruth Stafford Peale; her husband was Norman Vincent Peale.  The 
manuscript became the book The Power of Positive Thinking, which has sold more than 30 million copies to date and 
has been translated into 15 languages.  Apparently, she listened to her husband’s sermons even when he did not! 

In that book Norman Vincent Peale wrote such things as:   

“Forget the mistakes of the past and press on to the greater achievements of the future.”  

“Spend so much time improving yourself that you have no time left to criticize others.”  

“Be too big for worry and too noble for anger, [and] give everyone a smile.”  

“Be so strong that nothing can disturb your peace of mind.”  

“Talk health, happiness, and prosperity to every person you meet.” 

“Make all your friends feel there is something special in them.” 

“Look at the sunny side of everything.” 

“Think only the best; be as enthusiastic about the success of others as you are about your own.”   

“No matter how dark things seem to be or actually are, raise your sights and see possibilities -- always see them, for they're always 
there.”  

Norman Vincent Peale was the pastor of Marble Collegiate Church in New York City for fifty two years, 1932-
1984.  He was the author of forty-six other books, as well.  He was also co-publisher of the world's leading 
inspirational magazine, Guideposts.  At the age of ninety-three, he was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom 
by Ronald Reagan.  And Norman Vincent Peale died on Christmas Eve, 1993, at his home in Pawling, New York.   

In his fiftieth Christmas sermon, Norman Vincent Peale said, “Christmas waves a magic wand over this world, and 
behold, everything is softer and more beautiful. ”  In that sermon he told about standing with two other men on Fifth Avenue 
at 57th Street in New York City during the Christmas rush, trying in vain to hail a taxi.  One of the men was an 
unnamed chief executive of a major corporation (who desired anonymity); the other was Fulton Oursler, a prominent 
author and, at the time, the senior editor of Readers Digest.  Fulton Oursler remarked, "You know, isn’t it something that 
a baby born in a little village thousands of miles away from New York City thousands of years ago is causing a traffic jam on Fifth Avenue 
today!”  Then he added, “What a baby!”  Norman Vincent Peale added, “Yes, indeed, He’s changed civilization.” The 
anonymous chief executive, a gruff, driven and accomplished man, replied, “That isn’t the best thing he did … he had a far 
tougher job than that.  That baby changed me!  He changed my life.”  

Yes, what a baby! 

It really is astounding, when you think of it.  A baby born in a little out-of-the-way place halfway around the 
world to parents who had no money or social standing or even a place of their own to stay for the night, yet two 
thousand years later that little baby causes a traffic jam on Fifth Avenue, changes the very course of civilization, 
and changes the lives of the hardest of men!  Around the world tonight and tomorrow, people of every land and 
nation, every culture and economic status, every language and political ideology, will join together in celebrating the 
birth of this baby.  Yes, what a baby!  What is it about this baby, this baby that God laid on the doorstep of this 
world?  “What child IS this?”, as that favorite carol asks rhetorically.  What is it we celebrate at Christmas?  

We celebrate the story of Christ’s birth, the proclamation of the Incarnation of God in human form, the great 
good news of the arrival of the One who is Emmanuel, God with us.  This can never be minimized – God has been 
born into this world!  It really is a mystery so immense we really can’t get our minds around it – we read the story, 
we act it out in Christmas pageants, we sing songs about it, we write poetry, but words seem insufficient to express 
the immensity of such a mystery.   



Anglican theologian and poet John Donne wrote a cycle of seven sonnets about the life of Christ, two of which 
are in the bulletin insert this evening (which is attached) one entitled “Annunciation” and the other “Nativity.”  We won’t 
read these at this time; I invite you to read these sonnets on your own tomorrow … I just want to focus on a few 
lines and words in what little time we have left for tonight.  I absolutely love the line that links these two sonnets – 
“Immensity cloistered in thy dear womb.”   

What stands at the heart of this season is the mysterious claim that the immensity of God … He “who fills all 
place, yet none holds him” – He chose to fully enter into human history, into the material world, into the “stuff” of our 
physical beings – through the womb of a young mother.  As Donne expresses it, Mary had the unique, remarkable 
and ultimately inexpressible position of being her son’s sister, her Maker’s maker, her Father’s mother.  As we are 
about to sing, “Veiled in flesh, the Godhead see, hail the incarnate diety, pleased as man with man to dwell, Jesus our Emmanuel.”  

Yes, what a baby!  He became one of us … He put aside His divine prerogatives to bring us Hope, Love, Joy 
and Peace, as represented on our Advent wreath this evening.  He came to show us the Way to live, He came to 
show us the Truth of what is, and He came to give us Life that is abundant, full and eternal.  In short, He was The 
Way In a Manger.  That is what we celebrate this holy evening.  Let’s stand to sing, “Hark! the Herald Angels Sing.”

 

 

“Immensity Cloistered In Thy Dear Womb” 
Poet John Donne (1572-1631) is perhaps best remembered for his lines: 

No man is an island, entire of itself. 
Each is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. 

If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, 
as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thine own 

or of thine friend’s were.  Each man’s death diminishes me, 
for I am involved in mankind. Therefore, send not to know 
for whom the bell tolls,  it tolls for thee. — Meditation XVII 

His “La Corona” is a cycle of seven sonnets of the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ, two of which are copied below:
 

2.  ANNUNCIATION 
Salvation to all that will is nigh ; 

That All, which always is all everywhere, 
Which cannot sin, and yet all sins must bear, 
Which cannot die, yet cannot choose but die, 

Lo! faithful Virgin, yields Himself to lie 
In prison, in thy womb; and though He there 

Can take no sin, nor thou give, yet He'll wear, 
Taken from thence, flesh, which death's force may try. 

Ere by the spheres time was created thou 
Wast in His mind, who is thy Son, and Brother ; 

Whom thou conceivest, conceived; yea, thou art now 
Thy Maker's maker, and thy Father's mother, 

Thou hast light in dark, and shutt'st in little room 
Immensity, cloister'd in thy dear womb. 

 

3.  NATIVITY 
Immensity, cloister'd in thy dear womb, 

Now leaves His well-beloved imprisonment. 
There he hath made himself to his intent 

Weak enough, now into our world to come. 
But O!  for thee, for Him, hath th' inn no room ? 

Yet lay Him in this stall, and from th' orient, 
Stars, and wise men will travel to prevent 

The effects of Herod's jealous general doom. 
See'st thou, my soul, with thy faith's eye, how He 

Which fills all place, yet none holds Him, doth lie ? 
Was not His pity towards thee wondrous high, 
That would have need to be pitied by thee ? 

Kiss Him, and with Him into Egypt go, 
With His kind mother, who partakes thy woe. 


