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Two thousand years ago a pregnant teenager and her husband made their way to Bethlehem. Why? Because a dictator named Augustus who thought he was God said so, and his local puppet government and occupying forces said so too. 

It was a violent, unequal world, where armies crossed to and fro, where little people were pushed from pillar to post by soldiers and bureaucrats and ended up homeless and poor, having their babies on the streets or in barns. 

Soon our young couple had to move on again, to flee into Egypt, this time because the soldiers were after them, or after their baby, at the directions of another tyrant-king named Herod, one who found even newborn babies a threat. In due course he would turn Bethlehem into killing fields for infants. 

There are more characters in the Christmas story: there are shepherds, who lived like swagmen or street kids in the fields. They were nobodies, their evidence inadmissible in court, their presence as unwelcome at inns as was Joseph and Mary his pregnant bride. 

At the opposite end of the social scale, there were the philosopher-kings who came to pay homage to the newborn prince of Israel. But they too had to flee the killing fields and go home by a secret way.

You might say that not a whole lot has changed in the Middle East over 2000 years. All too often the streets still run with blood, communities are rent by rival factions with their own militias, foreign empires compete with insurgents and terrorists for influence, and there is plenty of passion about religion and politics but a shortage of live-and-let-live tolerance. 

Looking around the world today, there are still many tin-pot dictators who think they are god and have weapons to prove it, plenty of terrified nobodies, voiceless people, oppressed women and dying babies.

So we might well ask: Christmas – all for what? After 2000 years of making so little apparent difference, why are we still drawn to the Christmas story? What is so compelling about its claim that God is forever one of us; that the Creator of the Universe is now also a creature of that universe; that ‘unto us a child is born’? 

Perhaps it is this: that deep in every human heart we want more, we dream of more, not just more of the same, not just more presents and food, money and power, comfort and security. Much as we might accumulate these things and good as they are in right amounts, yet still our hearts crave for more … 

Any half-sensitive soul yearns to transcend the limitations of our selves and our little worlds. Even in the most faithless of times, people hunger for some experience of that divine glory and earthly peace promised by the Christmas angels.

“The people who walk in darkness will see a great light,” Isaiah prophesied, “Those who live in deep shadow and despair, those oppressed by a heavy yoke ... to such as these a Child will be born.” 

That’s good news, the best of news, not for the divine Cæsar or his bloody princes and generals; but for shepherds living rough in the fields, for the homeless and refugees, the pregnant teens and the slaughtered innocents, those yoked by drug addiction or depression, each one of us when we are living in any kind of darkness or difficulty: for us a baby is born!

Dare we dream that our world can change, that we can change? Christmas recalls us to the wonderful news that God has assumed our flesh, that He knows and loves us from the inside, in all our humanity, fragility, immaturity, suffering, failings. The first ‘word’ spoken by the Word-made-flesh was a newborn baby’s cry; His last ‘word’ before His death was the cry of dereliction from the cross. So God knows.

God knows, and God cares. Cares enough to leave the safety of heaven and join our human journey to the Father. Cares enough to come among us to teach and heal and lead and sanctify. Cares enough to share His life with us in the Scriptures and the sacraments and the daily life of the Church. Cares enough to do all in His power, short of turning us into His puppets, to draw us to Himself for an eternity of happiness.

Hear again this Christmas that newborn baby’s cry, for the cry of Christmas is joy to the world, hope for the future. I invite you and all your family and friends to come to church this Christmas to renew your faith, hope and love – for the world, your family, yourself. May God bless you and your loved ones in the holy season ahead and in the new year of grace 2011.

