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How many times have we heard the story of Jesus’ birth told in the Gospel ascribed to Luke? Most of us, I would say, know exactly what the next verse will be as we hear the familiar events proclaimed. Probably with the best Hallmark card in mind, we see the dark sky, a beautiful star, and the myriad of angels singing to the shepherds. Nostalgia. A very important part of Christmas for many people.

However, most likely very little in Luke’s infancy narrative is historically accurate, but it’s all true.  Scholars tell us that the most important part of this narrative is historically accurate:  Jesus was born to Mary. 

Most of the details, like the angels and the shepherds, were crafted to connect the story of Jesus’ birth to prophetic texts that were familiar to Luke’s audience. 

The celebration of Christmas in the liturgical year dates from 336 in Rome. It was not a feast that had its roots in the Jewish tradition the way Easter did from the feast of Passover. And we cannot say with certainty, it actually took place on December 25. The New Testament gives us no information.
It’s useful to know that this infancy narrative, like Matthew’s, was the last piece to be written, after the rest of the story. The other gospel writers chose to start their stories at different times in Jesus’ life. Mark begins at Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan and John goes back to the beginning of everything—from all eternity “in the beginning was the Word,” as John said.

 

Most of us probably don’t know that those shepherds watching their flock during the night were the riffraff, the dregs of society back then. Shepherds were considered habitual liars to the point that, in many places, their testimony could not be accepted in a court.  Parents would lock their daughters inside to protect them when the shepherds came to town. They were seen as the scum of the earth. 

Luke’s portrayal of the shepherds as witnesses celebrating the birth of the Messiah changed the shepherds, changed their ways, and it also changed the way Luke’s listeners looked at shepherds. Luke’s community not only found their faith in the risen Jesus deepened, but they also found themselves looking differently at their world and the people around them. 
The same thing happens to us. When we ponder the truth of the scriptures, when we embrace belief in the new life of birth and the new life of resurrection, we are changed. We begin to see our world and the people around us differently. We are no longer able to look down on anyone as “scum”—not the woman bearing a child out of wedlock, not the immigrant family seeking safe shelter, not the migrant farm worker, not anyone.  We literally walk in a new world... a world of peace. 

_______________________________________

Our Christmas proclamation says 


that the whole world was at peace when Jesus was born, 


but that was only true in one sense, 


that back then the Roman Empire was not at war. 

We know that peace is more than the absence of war. 

It’s the absence of hate. 
Peace is a time when people resolve their conflicts without violence 


and work together to improve their lives.

Peace is a time when everybody lives in safety, 


without fear or threat of violence. 

Peace is a time when everybody is equal before the law


and when fair laws protect people’s rights.

Peace is a time when everybody takes part in politics 


and the government is accountable to the people

Peace is a time when everybody 


has equal access to basic needs 


like food, water, shelter, education, healthcare.

Peace is when everybody has a chance to work, 


no matter their race, gender, ethnic background, class, 


or any other aspect of their identity. 
As John Lennon wrote so many years ago, “So this is Christmas, and what have you done? Another year older and a new one just begun.”
Tonight, with great joy and renewed hope, we celebrate the birth of the one we call the Prince of Peace, and we pray in the hope that all the world will really be at real peace.  We pray once more that peace will be born in us, be born in our world.
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