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I have mentioned over the past two weeks that the Christmas stories in Matthew and Luke act 

like the prologue to a book, sounding the themes that each gospel will reveal. The Roman Catholic 

theologian Hans Kung defined the Christmas story not as a prologue, but as “a powerful overture to 

the gospels, which like so many good overtures, conveys in a nutshell the message that is later to be 

developed in the narrative.” 

Whether one goes to the theater for an opera or a musical, the opening music played before the 

actual storyline begins gives the audience a taste of things to come, and it was obviously was written 

only after the rest was completed. 

The stories of Jesus birth, the gospel prologues, were no doubt gathered from the believing 

communities who already knew that the child born in Bethlehem grew up to be the young rabbi from 

Nazareth who would so inflame the passions of the religious and political establishment that he was 

finally executed as a common criminal. 

The account shared by Luke differs greatly from that of Matthew, and at Christmas, most of us 

would rather fix our attention on Luke’s almost dreamlike nativity rather than the harsh cruelty in 

Matthew’s more down-to-earth version.  Luke, you recall, has a starlit night, with angels and 

shepherds.  There is a stable, or a least a manger, and we have visions of a candlelit scene with 

fragrant straw. 

 Of course, Luke did not forget the harshness of real world living.  He sets the scene with an 

empire-wide census, in which Palestine’s part was conducted by the Syrian governor Quirinius.  

Now in fact, Quirinius was not yet governor at the time of Jesus’ birth, but historians tell us that a 

census was administered by this governor some twelve years later (in A.D. 6).  Luke surely 

remembered that the harsh Roman rule under Quirinius led to violent rebellion by Jewish zealots, a 

revolt that would be subsequently quashed in the slaughter of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.  All of that is only 

a backdrop in Lukan nativity, with its wonderful scene of angles in the sky and shepherds from the 

fields drawn to the manger. 

 Matthew, on the other hand, as we heard this morning, will not let us ignore the real world of 

desperate tyrants and human calamity.  In the story that we least like to hear at Christmas time, 

today’s gospel reveals the depravity of King Herod and the sometimes awful reality of human 

suffering. 

 We actually know a great deal about King Herod from non-Christians writers of his day.   In 

20th century terms, he would resemble Saddam Hussein of Iraq.  Herod was a ruthless man, so 

corrupt, so evil, that he had his own two sons murdered when they appeared to be possible threats to 

his throne.  And so Matthew concludes the account of the wise men’s visit with the family of Jesus 

running for their lives, forced to flee from the site of his birth. 

 Later Christian mythology and hymn writing have made three kings out of the unnumbered, 

but intriguing foreigners, those stargazers or astrologers, who came to Jerusalem in response to some 

spectacular heavenly occurrence.  But the only real king in the story was Herod, a tyrant always on 

guard against any threats to his power, and Luke lets us know that Herod simply used these 

strangers to gain information about another potential usurper.  When the wise men are warned in a 

dream to seek another way home, Herod ordered the slaughter of innocent male children, every two 

year-old and under, living in Bethlehem. 
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 We don’t like to hear this part about homicide in the story at Christmas.  In fact, our lectionary 

suggests that we not read the verses that follow today’s gospel, conveniently forgetting the slaughter 

of little children.  But the reality of innocent death and refugees fleeing tyrants are what make this 

story so real, so much like modern experiences in places like Syria or Sandy Hook, like Paris or San 

Bernardino. 

 You see, the birth stories of Jesus are not meant to be ancient fairy tales, but rather a 

continuation of the prophetic tradition of the Hebrew Scriptures, affirming that God is present in the 

real world, a world of nasty politics, war and injustice. 
 

 All three gospel overtures let us know from the outset what the story of Jesus is all about.  The 

books of Bible, and especially the gospels, were not written simply to give us a personal handbook 

for successful living.  Despite what some might have us think, the scriptures that we read and 

interpret each Sunday, are not intended to be guidebooks for individual ethical behavior, not some 

sort of simplistic source book for family values. 

 From the outset, all of the gospels present us with the powerful and politically dangerous 

affirmation that God is willing and able to enter and disrupt the live of real people – because God 

cares about how things are in this world.     God, to use John’s imagery, comes most profoundly into 

the darkness of frail and vulnerable lives with the light of God’s loving presence in the midst of our 

darkness.  

Most of us though, I imagine, prefer our Christmas time worship to be the kind of gentle, 

candlelit evenings with lovely carols, or family-oriented pageants with young children dressed as 

shepherds and angels. But as Nadia Bolz-Webber says [in Accidental Saints] “we’ve lost the plot if we 

use religion as the place where we escape from difficult realities instead of as a place where those 

difficult realities are given meaning… Church “was never meant to be a place for escapism.”  Rather,    

it can and it should be a place where we dive right into difficult truths.” 

Just a few years ago in 2012, the harsh realities of our world came back to us barely eleven 

days before Christmas with the senseless slaughter of nineteen innocent Sandy Hook Elementary 

School children.  And closer to home, this year finds people we know, worshipers of our 

congregation, dealing with a Christmastime death of a parent, a frightening diagnosis of cancer, and 

a first Christmas after the death of their only remaining child.  What they, and we, need to hear is that 

God chose to enter a time just as violent and as just dangerous as our own. And while we do all that 

we can to preserve and enhance the quality of life, the reality of death cannot be banished from our 

Christmas time observances.  Still, that’s OK, because Christmas should not be an excuse for some 

form of escape from the real world in which you and I live, but rather a time to dive into difficult 

truths. 
 

A couple of years ago, our former bishop, Gene Robinson, told a group of us of a gift that he 

had received, a decorative inscription, a framed quote, done with exquisite calligraphy.  The gift, he 

said, came at a particularly difficult moment for him, a time when he had been forced to accept that 

alcoholism had overtaken his life.  Here’s what the inscription said:   “Sometimes, God calms the storm. 

Sometimes, God calms the child, while the storm rages on.” Sometimes, God calms the storm.  Sometimes, 

God calms the child, while the storm rages on. 
 

 There may be times for some when God seems to have miraculously caused the waves of life 

to cease swamping our little boat.  But there are surely also other times, times when for us the storm 
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rages on.  And those are the moments when we need to remember that the God whom we have come 

to know in Christ’s in-flesh-ness, is just as present, ready to calm and uphold the fearful child in each 

of us. 
 

When I was a youngster around the age of eight, my mother decided that it was time for our 

family to start going to church.  And from then on, my brother and I were regular attendees at 

Sunday School.   I must admit that I don’t recall many specifics from that experience, but I do 

remember the kindly clergyman, an assistant to the Rector, whose ministry was centered on the 

children of the parish.  And something of his faith, something of his approach to people obviously 

made a deep impression on me and perhaps started me on my life’s calling. 

I don’t actually remember much of what he said, but there is, however, one specific thing I do 

recall him saying.  It was a quote that he often recited as the opening sentences at the beginning of 

our Church School worship services.  Many years later I discovered that the quote came from a poem 

by Mary Louise Haskin, but was made famous when England’s King George included it in his 1939 

Christmas radio broadcast during the Battle of Britain.  This was during the nightly bombings of 

London, which must have felt like the series of daily terrorist attacks.   And the quote read: “I said to 

the man who stood at the gate of the year: ‘Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.’  And he 

said to me, ‘Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the hand of God.  That shall be to you better than a 

light and safer than a known way.” I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year: ‘Give me a light 

that I may tread safely into the unknown.’  And he said to me, ‘Go out into the darkness and put your 

hand into the hand of God.  That shall be to you better than a light and safer than a known way. 
 

I have known Christians, who believe that once one becomes a devout follower of Jesus we are 

guaranteed a charmed life, that God will always intervene to make things right.  But that is not the 

way I understand how God works.  I believe that God calls us to venture out into the unknown, 

sometimes into periods of great darkness – with no assurance that things will always turn out right.  

No, the only assurance I have is that God will be with me in it, and through it, and if not calming the 

waves, then at least calming the fearful child in me. 

 Instead of a charmed life, I subscribe to the notion that someone once put forward that “there 

should be a warning label on each and every baptismal certificate, saying, ‘Caution, receiving Jesus 

Christ into your life has been proved to cause enmity with the world.   Proceed as a member of the 

Body of Christ at your own risk.”  (H.K. Oehmig) 
 

 No soon had the Magi set off on their camels that it became apparent to Joseph that he was in 

deep trouble.   A ruthless tyrant, desperate to do anything to preserve his power, even the murder of 

innocent children, was at that moment seeking the life of his child.  Life was not easy for Joseph as 

Matthew describes it.  And I don’t believe that we are ever assured that life will be easy for us.  For 

the gospel promise is not ease, but rather light and life.  

 The light that enlightens everyone has come into even the darkest moments of our lives, and 

the darkness has never been able to overcome it.   And while the light of God’s love and God’s 

presence does not remove the darkness, it is always there with us.  So I repeat to you what I first 

heard as a child, and what I believe to be true: 

“I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year: ‘Give me a light that I may tread safely into the 

unknown.’  And he said to me, ‘Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the hand of God.  That shall be 

to you better than a light and safer than a known way.”   Amen. 


