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THE MYSTERY & MAJESTY OF CHRISTMAS  

W 
inter is come. Leaves are fled from branches, 

filling the frozen sky with vast empty spaces 

across misty fields and white lakes. As the 

days grow shorter, centuries of tradition echo through 

the nights into our homes, pregnant with a sense of 

mystery. From antiquity, the human heart has ever 

glowed with deep currents of mystery and wonder amid 

the winter months, longing for light in the darkest time 

of year - longing for hope, for life in the stillness of the 

waiting world.  

From the days of ancient Israel, the prophet Isaiah 

foreshadowed the longing of his people for the Anointed 

One, Messiah, to come and ransom them from darkness 

in exile. Their voices echo in the familiar words of the 

thirteenth-century Christmas chant, “O Come, O Come 

Emmanuel.” Through the long years, the people of Israel 

yearned for him to come and restore the throne of King 

David. His name would be called Wonderful Counselor, 

Prince of Peace, Emmanuel, God with us.  

In the sixth century B.C., Daniel called from dark exile 

upon God as the Revealer of mysteries to discern the 

king’s dream in Babylon (Dan. 2:29). Though Messiah 

remained somewhat a mystery through the centuries, 

Scripture held the promise of his coming in the fullness 

of time. Come, thou long-expected Jesus, the heart 

yearned, before yet they knew his name.  

Roman “Mystery religions” of Mithra and Dionysus in 

the first century attempted to pierce the veil of the 

mysterious to unmask the face of God through secret 

knowledge and ritual. In Northern Europe, pagan tribes 

celebrated the winter solstice with evergreens and the 

burning of the Yule log, looking to its wondrous blaze 

through the coldest nights to foretell of new life in the 

coming spring.  

But at long last, the mystery was revealed. Captured in 

the latin Gregorian Christmas chant, O Magnum 

Mysterium, is the bright wonder of the birth of Christ at 

Christmas (translated in English):  

O great mystery, and wonderful sacrament,  

that animals should see the newborn Lord,   

lying in a manger!  

The medieval text captures the great mystery, which 

shepherds and magi together beheld in worship, of the 

birth of the long-expected Christ-child, born of a virgin 

in tiny Bethlehem. Heralded by angels and the wonder 

of a star was God in human babe, lying in a stall; the 

mighty Lord of heaven humbly entered his creation to 

save his people, and became the everlasting Light and 

Savior of the world.  

To some, he is the Mysterious One. To those who 

receive him, he is the Everlasting Father; his coming is 

the great mystery, God among us, who chose to become 

one of us. To us all, he is the God who revealed the 

mystery of his will, hidden through the ages in the 

wisdom of God, his desire for his people. The Desire of 

nations longed to be with us, as we longed for him. The 

Ancient of days stepped into time and humanity, into 

our daily lives, to experience our pain and become 

familiar with our grief. He knows our need, our Friend 

in suffering and joy. The gift of his coming is that we 

might know the joy of his presence here and now. The 

joy of the Christ-child is his promise from of old, and is 

for today. Not only for this Christmas, his joy is for each 

day, and forever. The joy of our hope in Christ is a gift 

from the creation of the world, from the One through 

whom the stars were made to worship him. The mystery 

and hope of all the years are met in him whose majesty 

is older than time: Jesus, Lord at thy birth. 

-Kyle Otto, Campus Pastor  
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W ild canines have gotten my attention this fall. 

In late September, a magnificent gray wolf 

crossed 60 feet in front of us while we were driving a 

back road 20 miles north of Grand Marais. A week 

later, I surprised a young coyote in the Hawkin’s 

pasture about 200 yards northeast of Tria.  

Though coyotes are prevalent around us here they 

should not be a cause for concern. According to John 

Moriarity, the county biologist, there have not even 

been complaints of coyotes, 

much less reports of aggressive 

behavior. So just how prevalent 

are they? That's difficult to 

know. No county-wide effort 

has been made to count them. 

Male coyotes commonly roam 

over a 30-40 square mile area 

and are not territorial. They 

normally hunt alone and at 

night. Their paths must 

invariably cross so that 

determining whether or not 

you’re recounting can be next to 

impossible. Though the females 

do not roam as far and are 

somewhat territorial around their dens, their behavior 

is similar to the males.  

Very simply, the size of the coyote population is hard 

to come by. Nonetheless, they do make their presence 

known. To begin with, they leave scat. And their feces 

are easy to identify by the fur and bone particles 

inside them. Next, they commonly howl or yip in the 

evening. Our neighbors both to the northeast and 

southeast hear them regularly. In the winter snow they 

leave tracks. And at least three coyote dens (burrows 

where they have their pups) have been found in 

northern parts of the county.  

Should we be glad they’re here? I think so. Coyotes 

feed primarily on small rodents and rabbits neither of 

which are in danger of under-population. On the 

contrary in semi-urban areas coyotes often are the 

only significant predator to keep the small mammal 

populations in check - and rodents and rabbits can 

become a nuisance. Coyotes have been known to 

attack pets, but no incidents of this occurring have 

been reported in the county (A concern that this might 

happen, however, has certain advantages. It causes pet 

owners to bring their pets in at 

night, especially cats which are 

a principal menace to birds). 

We, of course, have no wolves 

here. But they are surprisingly 

close. Fifty miles north of us, 

east and northeast of Pine City, 

two packs of 6-8 animals each 

roam state lands on either side 

of the St. Croix river. That 

Minnesota’s professional 

basketball team is called the 

Timberwolves is appropriate. Of 

the approximately 2,600 (Grey 

or Timber) wolves living in the 

lower 48 states, 2,000 live in Minnesota. And 

Minnesota is the only state other than Alaska where 

wolves were never driven to extinction. It was a near 

thing, however. In the mid-twentieth century, the 

state’s wolf population had declined to about 200 

animals. Only careful protection and reintroductions 

have brought it back. 

Keeping track of the number of wolves, incidentally, 

is much easier than with coyotes. Wolves travel and 

hunt together in packs. And wolves are very 

territorial. If a wolf pack is in an area, it’s the only 

pack in that area. And it’s often out and about in 

daylight.  

THE LAND AROUND US 
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THE LAND...CONTINUED MUSCLE CRAMPS 
Wolves have been even less a threat to humans than 

coyotes. This is largely because wolves have learned 

to stay away from humans, and because there are so 

relatively few of them. In the lower 48, no human 

death or serious confrontation has been attributed to 

wolves in the past century.  

Like coyotes wolves serve as predators. For wolves 

the prey is particularly deer, or where they occur, 

moose and elk. But their killing is confined largely to 

the young or very old and weak. Especially in the case 

of deer their effect is to cull the population and keep it 

more in balance with the environment. 

A final note on coyotes. Are they KI-YOHTS or KI-

YOH-TEES? Though I tend to the two-syllable name, 

I think the  three-syllables have the stronger case. The 

name is derived from the Aztecs, and in their language 

is pronounced more or less KOY-OT-EL. But either, 

or anything close, is your choice. 

 -Skip Mott 

M uscle cramps are very common, with 50-60% 

of healthy people suffering from them during 

exercise and sleep. Cramps appear to occur more often 

in endurance athletes and in the elderly. Muscle 

cramps have been categorized into 3 different groups- 

nocturnal, pathological and exercise-associated. 

Nocturnal cramps occur during sleep, without a 

trigger. Pathological cramps are a consequence of 

having diabetes, nerve dysfunction or metabolic 

disorders. Exercise-associated muscle cramps occur 

during or after exertion. Running, advanced age, 

higher body mass index, shorter daily stretching time, 

irregular stretching habits and a family history of 

cramping are all muscle cramp risk factors.  
 

There are three early theories on the causes of 

exercise-associated muscle cramps which include the 

serum electrolyte theory, the dehydration theory and 

the environmental theory. The neuromuscular theory 

is the current accepted theory on muscle cramps. 

Within the neuromuscular theory, there are two 

different suggestions. The first one being that a cramp 

occurs due to muscle fatigue. This results in an 

imbalance of excitatory and inhibitory spinal 

messages to muscles, leading to cramping. The second 

suggestion is that there is abnormal excitation of the 

motor nerves terminal branches to the muscle, causing 

cramping. The research shows that in some cases, 

fatigued muscles can’t fully relax, which supports the 

theory of a muscle cramp.   
 

Aside from changing your genetic code, you can stay 

hydrated, get plenty of electrolytes (sodium, 

potassium, chloride, bicarbonate, calcium and 

phosphate) and be sure to exercise in safe 

temperatures to help avoid muscle cramps.  
 

-Kendra Lair, Fitness Instructor  
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Christmas: Good News, Great Joy! 

“When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let us go to 

Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.’” ~ Luke 2:15 

I t is a wonder that the first announcement of 

Christ on earth came to shepherds—simple 

workers of the field, looked down upon by 

society. They lived with the sheep they cared for 

and the demands were never ending. Yet it was 

they who were first invited to see the newborn 

Lamb of God! 

As we consider the shepherds rising up from their 

work to find Mary, Joseph and the Christ child, we 

can place ourselves alongside them by reflecting 

on where we might find Jesus in our midst.  

At Presbyterian Homes & Services, our mission 

over the last 64 years has remained: To honor 

God by enriching the lives and touching the 

hearts of older adults. As we celebrate another 

year together in ministry, we have been blessed 

by the residents, families, employees, volunteers, 

donors and friends who make up Presbyterian 

Homes & Services. When we rise up in the 

presence of the aged and dedicate ourselves to 

service for and with them, we are rising up to see 

Jesus as well.  

In the year ahead, may we, like the shepherds, rise 

up to see Jesus and tell others the wonderful 

things that God is making happen in our midst. 

God bless you and may the love of Christ be with 

you and yours this Christmas and throughout the 

year ahead. 

Merry Christmas 
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