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The filmmaker James Cameron has written and directed some of the most 

popular and influential science fiction movies of our time – movies like Aliens, Avatar, 
and the Terminator movies. Speaking of the source of his creativity, Cameron once said, 
“Imagination is a force that can actually manifest a reality. Don’t put limitations on 
yourself. Others will do that for you.”  

Two weeks ago, I led a service to celebrate the life of the renowned documentary 
filmmaker George Butler. George was a good friend of mine and of this congregation, 
though you wouldn’t often find him here on a Sunday morning. He was too busy 
running around the world making movies.  

Unlike his peer Ken Burns, whose documentaries typically depict topics we 
already know a lot about, George preferred to make movies about obscure topics — 
things people knew nothing about. One was about a rare bird no one had even seen for 
more than 30 years. Another was about a failed mission to the South Pole more than a 
century ago. Another was about an athlete no one knew who competed in a sport most 
people didn’t even know existed. 

George’s daughter Caroline Alexander, herself a well-known author and 
filmmaker, highlighted this unique perspective in her tribute to her father. She 
explained, “George always said that a movie should take you to a place you couldn't 
imagine — and not just to a place you hadn't been.” She went on to say that this made 
his job of making a movie even more difficult, as he was pitching an idea that people 
couldn't envision. She added, “So his crew — camera crew, editors, sound engineers, 
music team, let alone his investors and distributors — all had to be persuaded to back a 
project they could not even visualize.” 

George’s imagination was a force that manifested realities. He instinctively knew 
that the Ivory-billed Woodpecker, also known as the Lord God Bird, was worth looking 
for. He knew that the story of Ernest Shackleton’s successful two-year struggle to save 
his crew would capture the hearts and minds of moviegoers, despite the failure of his 
mission to the South Pole and the loss of his ship Endurance. George knew that 
“Pumping Iron” would make Arnold Schwarzenegger a star and that weightlifting gyms 
would proliferate everywhere. George invited us to imagine things we never thought 
possible. 

On Christmas, we celebrate the birth of Jesus of Nazareth, who hailed from an 
unremarkable part of Galilee, the hill country north of Jerusalem. Based on what we 
know of his actual life, it was unremarkable as well. The son of a carpenter, Jesus grew 
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up under Roman occupation and became increasingly incensed at how collusion with 
the Romans had corrupted Jewish leaders. He spent time in the temple and learned the 
teachings of the Hebrew prophets. He began telling others how they should live to be 
good Jews: love God, love your neighbor, care for the sick, comfort the broken-hearted. 
He attracted a band of followers and a throng of listeners. Eventually he became a 
political liability to the Roman overlords and a religious embarrassment to the Jewish 
leaders. Like thousands of other political and religious dissidents of the day, he was 
eventually done away with. End of story. 

Except not. In the years and decades after Jesus’ death, something remarkable — 
even unimaginable — began to happen. As Harriet Monroe, founding editor of the 
literary journal Poetry, put it a century ago, “The worship of the Christ-child penetrated 
the hard old Roman-built world. An infant conquered the nations; the human race lifted 
up its eyes and sang a new song.”  

Monroe goes on to say that through those centuries of a crumbling empire and 
resilient faith, the beauty of that song “took to itself form and color and rhythm, became 
incarnate in churches and statues, gorgeous in tapestries and paintings, vocal in poetry 
and music.” This new spirit passed from Caesar to St. Francis, from the Coliseum to 
Chartres Cathedral, from Greek choruses to Palestrina, from Virgil and the cynical poets 
of a disillusioned autocracy to Dante and the lyrics of new languages seeded and 
nourished by the old. She concludes, “It was a rebirth into innocence, child-likeness, 
naïveté — once more the magic moment, the dawn, the early spring.” 

Two thousand years later, the centuries themselves are often measured from the 
year of Jesus’ birth, and nearly one-third of the world’s population claims to be his 
followers. It’s hard to overstate the impact of Jesus and his followers upon the course of 
human history — not just in art and music, but also in politics and economics, marriage 
and the family, right and wrong, body and soul, and so on. Besides, look what the 
celebration of his birth has turned into: an elaborately choreographed festival of stories 
and songs, of guiding stars and angel choirs — not to mention that it anchors the retail 
calendar. 

To be sure, some of this Christian influence has served over the centuries to 
institutionalize values and practices that we now find abhorrent — sexism, racism, and 
homophobia, among others. At their best, however, the teachings of Jesus encourage a 
way of life that is loving rather than hateful, openhearted rather than close minded, 
committed to the good of all rather than the privilege of the few.  

Of course, many people believe his impact endures because he was the son of God 
— born of a virgin and the Holy Spirit — who grew up to live a perfect life and die a 
blameless death to save humanity from its innate sinfulness. You may find this version 
of the Jesus story hard to believe, as I do. But then our task is even more daunting: we 
must account for his impact in strictly human terms. If he was God, he should have 
changed human history. But if he wasn’t divine, then the scope of his legacy becomes 
truly astounding.  
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Who would’ve imagined that one solitary infant, who was born in obscurity and 
died in notoriety, would conquer the nations? Truth be told, he didn’t have anything to 
do with it, because he was dead. But someone heard the story of this teacher almost no 
one knew about who practiced a way of life almost no one followed. They imagined that 
retelling his story might make a difference. It might lead others to follow his example — 
to become a little more truthful, a little more compassionate, a little more loving. 
Implausibly, even impossibly, retelling this story might change the world. 

Which it has. Why? Because imagination is a force that can actually manifest a 
reality. Imagine how a kind word might change the world of someone who feels 
discouraged. Imagine how a generous deed might change the world of someone who 
feels left behind. Imagine how a courageous advocate might change the world of 
someone who has been treated unjustly. You may never know the difference you will 
make, and you often won’t. But you can imagine — imagine your kindness and 
generosity rippling out through time and space, touching countless lives of people you 
will never meet in places you will never go. 

At the heart of the Christmas story lies the recognition that the impossible can 
become inevitable. All it takes is imagination. 
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