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Was the shirt the right color?  Did the slippers fit? 
    Are any of the toys already broken? 
       Did Christmas 2016 meet your expectations?   
Your expectation might have been a Christmas 
      that was warm and satisfying-- 
   or you might have expected disappointment, and gotten it. 
There is something about our expectations 
       that can causes us trouble-- 
We expect too little or too much, and when things turn out differently, 
       or even when they turn out exactly right, 
             we have a tendency to feel let down. 
 

I think I have probably told you before the story about the huge box  
 under our Christmas tree when I was ten years old. 
   It was big enough to hold absolutely anything in the world. 
Anything that I might have asked for might have fit inside that box. 
     A chemistry set; an elegant doll house filled with furniture; 
         a telescope; a Barbie wardrobe filled with clothes and 
             a car for her and Ken to drive to the beach in. 
 It was the first present that I opened on Christmas morning, 
     and inside was--a globe. A beautiful National Geographic Society globe,  
          and it wasn’t something I had asked for--and it wasn’t        
  anything that I wanted either. 
After a period of trying really hard to pretend the globe was nice, 
      I burst into tears. 
Not because the globe was bad, 
    but because it didn’t fit a single one of my Christmas hopes or expectations. 
 

The Christmas story is a litany of the unexpected. 
      Surely Joseph and Mary knew that being on the road 
             near the time when the baby was due was 
                  --at the very least--a really bad idea. 
They expected it to be hard,  
      but they couldn’t have anticipated that they would not be able to find    
  any place but a barn to stay. 
They may been frightened when strangers appeared to stare at Mary’s child. 
      And surely they did not anticipate a threat of death 
        and fleeing in the night for their lives.  
 

Although we know all the stories of Christ’s birth, 
      It's still an unexpected shock when the lectionary includes 
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          today’s story--the murder of the innocents. 
 
Whenever I read this story I get an urge, like a guardian angel, 
     to warn people, especially children, 
         to run away from the Christmas story, 
       run quick, run fast away, until Herod 
                    --and all that he represents--is gone. 
But it isn’t just Herod.  
      The Christmas story itself is not what we expect. 
 
The very first time I encountered the Las Posadas tradition  
 was at the first church I served in Atlanta, Covenant Presbyterian.  
        Las Posadas is Spanish for “The Inns.” 
On Christmas Eve in Mexico children will gather and enact        
 Mary and Joseph looking for a place to stay.           
In that congregation on Christmas Eve the children gathered in the chapel. 
 We sang songs and said a prayer and then walked 
        through the candlelit halls of the church with a nine or ten-year-old Mary 
            a seven-year-old Joseph at the head of the line 
                  looking for a room in the inn. 
Parents and friends would all followed together  
       in the darkened hallway, 
            listening as one innkeeper after another,  
                 volunteers stationed behind doors 
                       in bathrobes and burnooses, turned us away. 
We sang a traditional Mexican song about Joseph and Mary’s plight  
     to the happy tune of Good King Wenceslaus 
         --but the words spoke of a very unhappy reality. 
Listen to the words: 
   “In the name of God we beg, will you let us enter? 
         We are tired and we are cold; May we please have shelter? 
  You look dirty and you smell. Will you please keep moving? 
         For your kind there is no place, for our inn is decent.” 
We have re-created that service here at BPC in small way,  
 And we’ve softened the cruel words,  
  the way people of privilege often do.  
 
The Christmas story is a real story, a dangerous story, 
     In which babies are born in the dirt and the dark, 
        and fathers and mothers can’t keep their children 
            from being slaughtered. 
It is a true, human story with all the pain and fear  
      that all human stories possess. 
 
And it is also a story with many purposes to accomplish 
    on many different levels. 
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 Certainly Matthew's birth narrative has a lot it wants to emphasize. 
 
Three times we are told that Jesus 
      is the fulfillment of Old Testament scriptures, 
  told that he is a native son of both Bethlehem and Nazareth; 
      he provides the continuity with Israel’s history; 
           Jesus has the stuff of which Messiah’s are made, says Matthew. 
He is just like Moses, 
      and not just Moses but all of ISRAEL!  
          Jesus IS ISRAEL--called out of Egypt, 
                delivered from the death dealing plans of a power-mad king. 
                    It is a very well-crafted story. 
 
Herod in particular rings true. 
 We know from contemporary sources that Herod was fully capable 
        of ordering the death of innocent children.          
   Whether that actual episode happened or not. 
The Roman emperor Augustus is recorded as having said he 
    “Would rather be Herod’s pig than his son”  
         --for Herod did murder three of his own sons, 
             in order to avoid plots against his reign. 
Herod was a brutal man, yet also very shrewd, 
     and while he was not loved by the Judeans, he was, in fact, 
         an extremely able administrator who kept the peace. 
  In other words he was very similar to tyrants in the Middle-East,     
   and Latin America 
    whom the US once backed fully for the very same reasons. 
Herod was so effective that Augustus Caesar repeatedly increased 
 the reach of Herod’s power,  
         putting more and more land under Herod’s control, 
            making him--O paradox!--one of Israel’s greatest kings. 
 
Here we have story which is part political pedigree 
    part horrifying truth. 
Oh, I know. It’s the start of a brand new year can’t we just have a      
 really nice New Year’s sermon?  
  Or at the very least, can’t we stick with a Christmas of jingle bells 
  and Mary in pink and blue with an angel by her shoulder? 
          Can’t we have a lawn-crèche Christmas? 
    No. We can’t. And that is a good, good thing.   
 
We have only to glance at world and local news, 
      to know that we need this story of God triumphing 
        over brutal, vengeful, power-mad and  
   the self-promoting.  
 

This year has seen the slaughter of many innocents. 
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      There are the children of Aleppo caught in a terrible trap. 
* Herod wrecking vengeance on innocent children. 
There are the on average two refugee children on average who drowned every day  
 this year trying to reach safety in Europe.i 
* Herod oblivious of his effects of those in his path. 
The children of Afghanistan, Iraq, Yemen 
     casualties of wars not of their making. 
* Herod protecting his turf. 
Young children shoved on trains with trembling hands  
 by parents trying to protect them from drug lords and drug wars 
* Herod murdering those in the surrounding regions. 
And let’s not forget the million plus children trafficked every year 
  for the labor and sex market.ii   
* Herod seeking diversion in his over-stocked, over-stuffed palaces. 
 
As much as we might like to skip over it, 
     we need the story of a family fleeing in the night, 
          escaping Herod and all his power to destroy. 
We need NOW, yes now, on the first day of a new year, and always, 
      to hear about a God who brings about his own plans 
           in spite of all the evil that tyrants can do. 
 
In case you think the story shows God doing too little, 
    Look at the contrasts between Herod’s power and God’s power: 
1. Herod sends a message that kills. 
        God sends a message that saves life: 
2. Herod acts for himself alone; 
        God comes in Christ to save all people,  
              especially those who suffer persecution and exploitation.  
3. Herod’s plans die with him. 
        God’s plans for life and hope succeed; 
4. Herod does harm and leaves weeping all around him, its true; 
        but at no time is he able to overcome 
            a powerless refugee family who are under God’s care. 
Herod’s authority has a limit, says Matthew, 
     and that limit is a helpless baby’s cry. 
  Those who trust that tiny cry have available to them a power 
       that the Herod’s of the earth will never overcome.   
 
God’s power to save does not look the same 
    as Herod’s power to kill, 
       as much as we might want it to. 
I at least want it to, I want God to come with recognizable power and might 
   to fix the Herod’s of this world and save 
       the innocents the way Joseph and Mary and the baby were saved.    
  I want that.  
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But God will never be Herod.    
 And God will never act the way Herod acts.  
The prophet Isaiah’s poetry tells us  
        about God’s way of saving.  Listen: 
   “God became their savior in all their distress. 
       It was no messenger or angel, 
          but God’s PRESENCE that saved them; 
              he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old.” 
 
God lifted them--like Mary carrying a baby through the night. 
    --not by angles or messengers 
        --not by diplomats or soldiers, 
           --not by lawyers or police officers or more prisons 
              --not by marines or the air force-- God's presence. 
 
Perhaps that is not what we expect from the Christmas story. 
       Perhaps it sounds like both too little and too much all at the same time. 
Do not tell that to the people who find the reckless 
   love and courage in a war zone  
 who try and feed and protect their children, 
       and do not tell that to people who leave their nation behind with     
   absolutely nothing simply in the hope of a life that is unmarred by   
     constant violence.   
Do not say “God’s presence is not enough” 
      to those who have been trafficked and live  
  this moment in slavery without knowing if it will ever end.  
Do not say “I want more than God’s presence” to people coping with an illness,  
  or a job, or a marriage, or in a nation where all they have is    
       God’s presence to protect them   .  
 
God's presence is what we have been promised  
       and all we need to expect. 
       For it is not messengers or angels 
             but God's presence that saves.     
Matthew is the one who ends his gospel, his good news, 
      with the words of a child who no one expected to grow up: 
 “...Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 

i From the United Nations Refugee Agency. For more information go to http://www.unhcr.org/en-
us/news/latest/2016/2/56c707d66/children-drown-day-average-trying-reach-safety-europe.html 
ii This is a very conservative number taken from UNICEF. For more information check  
www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58005.html 

                                                 


