“Reclaiming Christmas”

John 1:1-5, 10-14

Several years ago, at a time when many Roman Catholic churches were simplifying their décor, some unusual things happened with their discarded statues.  According to one report, there was a huge statue of Jesus that was discarded in an old junkyard along Highway 11 in Quebec.  Just as motorists would round a sharp curve in the road, they would be greeted, or perhaps blessed, by the open and extended hands of Jesus, who was leaning at a 45-degree angle against a wire fence.  Tattered election posters, old tires, miscellaneous discarded parts from various anonymous appliances surrounded our gentle but abandoned Savior.
It all sounds so wrong, doesn’t it?  It sounds so unfitting for our Lord and Savior, to whom we are called to give glory, honor, and praise, to be discarded in this way.  This statue is an image of the Word made flesh, who was with God in the very beginning of time, who was the source through whom all things were made, who was and is God.  That’s why it seems wrong for his image to be leaning against a fence in an old rat-infested junkyard along Highway 11 in Quebec.
The nativity scenes we place at the base of our Christmas trees are surrounded by pretty presents wrapped in decorative paper and tied up with fuzzy bows.  And the baby Jesus in the manger is illuminated by bright Christmas lights on a beautifully trimmed tree.  Now that’s an appropriate environment for the image of Christ.  But a junkyard?  Somehow, we are offended by a Jesus who blesses us from a junkyard.  But are we right to be offended?  Maybe we need to listen to the Christmas story one more time.

You see, the Christmas story begins with a young couple from the backwoods town of Nazareth.  That’s in the rural part of Northern Galilee, far away from the power center of southern Judea.  In other words, the story begins in the most obscure part of Israel.  That is about as likely as beginning the story in Idaho.  What person of prominence ever came out of Idaho?
And what about Bethlehem?  Bethlehem was a rather odd place for the birth of the creator of the universe.  Now certainly Bethlehem was once the honored place where King David was born, but that was a thousand years earlier.  At the time of Jesus’ birth, Jerusalem was where things were happening.

And what about those angels bringing the greatest news in the history of our universe to a bunch of uneducated, uncultured, foul-smelling shepherds?  Now if Jesus were born today, wouldn’t it make sense for the angels to appear in the office of the New York Times or Wall Street Journel, as opposed to, let’s say, a bunch of men who clean Portapotties?
And how about those lavish accommodations that the story describes?  The King of kings was born in a smelly old barn that was probably no more than a dark cave!  And he and his family were forced to stay there, so the Christmas story goes because there wasn’t room for a woman in labor in a nice warm hotel.  And when the Lord and creator of our universe was born, he didn’t receive a cozy crib with freshly cleaned sheets.  He was laid to rest in a cow’s feed box.

When we candidly hear the Christmas story bluntly and realistically told, the story sounds sort of inappropriate.  It just doesn’t blend with our expectations of the season—the expectations of twinkling lights, happy songs, and the holly-jolly upbeat atmosphere of the Secular Season.  When the Christmas story is de-sentimentalized and candidly and bluntly told as written, the birth of our Lord was about as inappropriate, unsanitary, and degrading as a junkyard on Highway 11 in Quebec.
Whether we like it not, the awkward reality to which the Christmas story points is the eventual brutality of Good Friday, for the Word came into the world to be hung on a cross.  One of the neglected portions of the Christmas story is the slaughter of the innocents.  King Herod, Rome’s administrator in Israel, was so threatened by the rumors of a newborn king that he had his soldiers kill every male child in Bethlehem two years of age and younger.  The “light was shining (in our world, but it was shining) in darkness.”
You see, the church’s story of Christmas does not ignore the other stories of our world, stories of a world-wide pandemic, or stories of racial injustice, the plight of the homeless, or an army massing on the border of Ukraine, or stories of hate crimes against people who are different from us.  The church’s story of Christmas is just as candid and blunt and real as our everyday stories.
Now please hear me when I say I am not against our cultural traditions of the season, like the giving of gifts at Christmas.  We have lights in our windows at home, and we decorate a tree every year.  And I am glad that Santa came once again to the Cagle house.  But like the Grinch, we all need to remember that Christmas is about more than the toys we receive.  It’s about more than twinkling lights, and jingling bells, and one-horse open sleighs.  Somewhere in the hustle and bustle that leads up to Christmas Day and the crippling Visa bill that follows, we’ve lost the true meaning of the Christmas story.
The Christmas Story is God’s Good News Proclamation that God has come into our world in human flesh, bringing light into our darkness.  You see, God’s story of Christmas doesn’t decorate and disguise the brutal oppression of Rome as if it were a harmless snowball fight.  Nor does the Christmas story forget about those who are locked out in the cold, because there is no room inside where everyone is comfy-cozy and roasting chestnuts on an open fire.  Nor does God’s story of Christmas forget about the forgotten members of our society.  Instead, God’s story brings honor and responsibility to lowly shepherds and faithful women, who come from towns we’ve never heard of.

The true Christmas story does not drown out the moaning of those in pain with the pacifying sound of jingle bells.  Nor does it placate those who are bitterly cold with a simplistic single cup of hot chocolate.  Nor does it disguise the painful realities of life behind the façade of snowflakes and snowmen.  The Christmas story does not try to hide them, placate them, or pacify them.  The Christmas story boldly transforms them.  For the light is shining in our darkness, and the darkness will not overcome it.
Let us pray:
Lord, we give you thanks for Christmas trees and snowmen, reindeer, and jolly old Saint Nicholas himself.  They bring fun and laughter to the season.  But, Lord, help us to remember that the true joy of Christmas can only be found after the preparation of Advent, and leads to the repentance of Lent, through the despair of Good Friday, and culminates in the hope of the resurrection.  Help us always to remember the true meaning of Christmas.  Amen.
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