Sedition at Christmas!

A couple of years ago I went to one of our local bookies to place a bet.  The idea came from the Bishop of Stockport (honestly).  At a large meeting of church leaders and officials he asked, “Have you ever placed a bet?”  Not one hand out of over 400 people went up.  His point was that the experience of a newcomer entering church is probably a bit like one of us entering the bookies for the first time.  So I thought, I’ll go and place a bet and see what it feels like being in such unfamiliar surroundings.

   When I said that I’d come to place a bet I was asked, “Do you want a horse, a virtual horse or a dog?”  I found out that you can have a single bet, a double bet, an accumulator bet, a permutation bet.  You can bet one way or two ways and there is a handicap weight for each race.  I had no idea what to do; I was like a fish out of water with all this jargon.

   The Christmas story is also full of phrases, titles and terms that are also in a sense ‘jargon’.  These are the titles applied to this baby that Joseph named ‘Jesus’: Son of God, Prince of Peace, Saviour of the World and Lord.

   Church people have grown up with these words and, on the whole, have accepted them without question.  But they are very crucial for a true understanding of what was going on at that first Christmas.

   A central character in the story is the Roman Emperor Caesar Augustus.  The text says, “In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken” – why were these words thought important enough to included? 

   Thirty or forty years before the birth of Jesus, this Caesar Augustus had been regarded as the one who had saved the Roman Empire from civil war and collapse.  So he was applauded with titles for what he had done.  And he was given these titles:  Son of God, Prince of Peace, Saviour of the World and Lord.  In the eyes of the empire he had become a divine figure who had saved his people.

   The Christmas story, though, refuses to accept this version of events.  Instead, it defiantly declares that this child, laying in the manger is Son of God, Prince of Peace, Saviour of the World and Lord – not the emperor.

   To apply these titles to a newborn baby would have been regarded as naive or seditious, the sort of thing people were usually killed for.  

   So what is Jesus like?  Well, he may have all the titles of an emperor, but he is quite the opposite of all that Caesar Augustus stood for.  Jesus stands for peace, not violence, coercion or manipulation; loving kindness, not hatred, bullying,  shoving or demanding; vulnerability, not strength, might or security.  These were the gifts that this baby in Bethlehem had to offer.

   The Revd Barbara Brown Taylor speaks in a sermon of the faithful lives of many of God’s unnoticed people.  She talks of an unnamed woman who, though dying of cancer and burdened with oxygen tank slung over her shoulder, struggles forward to read the lesson on Christmas Eve in her local church:

   “The tank hisses every five seconds.  Every candle in the place glitters in her eyes.  ‘Strengthen the weak hands,’ she reads, bending her body towards the words, ‘and make firm the feeble knees.  Say to those who are of a fearful heart, “Be strong, and do not fear!  Here is your God.”’  When she sits down, the congregation knows they have not just heard the word of the Lord.  They have seen it.”
   It is strangely ironic that the world loves power and possessions, yet we know that behind all of this so many people are completely lost and miserable.  The prophet Haggai puts it like this, “You have done so much, but harvested so little.”

    In Jesus we see another way.  It does not look very strong, but it is the way of true peace.  Initially it does not look very clever, but its fruit is justice.  And it is certainly not regarded as sophisticated, but it brings true fulfilment.

   Soon we will sing the Christmas carol ‘O come all ye faithful’ in which we declare that Jesus is born the King of Kings and not other emperor types, not the economic markets, and not secular consumerism.  And so we sing our defiant statement, “O come let us adore him!”

   As at the first Christmas, this Jesus in the manger is again, today, our alternative symbol of where true love, power and fulfilment resides.

Revd Graham Turner

By the way - I lost my money on the bet, my horse came in sixth!
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