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Point 1: The Big people
· Christmas starts with big people. 
· Luke tells us this happens in the time of Caesar Augustus.
· He was none other than the Emperor of the Roman Empire
· He was the nephew of Julius Caesar and at first did not have a path to the head of Roman government.
· But his uncle adopted him, and later made him heir to his dynasty. 
· As is often true of ancient regimes, Augustus found himself in a power battle with his rivals. 
· One of these was Mark Antony, who would later be allied with Cleopatra. 
· The other was Lepidus. 
· Through intrigue and war, Augustus took control of the Roman state. 
· At first, he declined the role of emperor but later acceded to what were the wishes of his countrymen, and became emperor. 
· In fact, the Roman Empire is said to have started with his rule. 
· He conducted a complete overhaul of Roman society. 
· He was a patron of the arts, and made overtures at improving the general morality of society. 
· After his death, he was deified, which is to say, he was made a god. 
· So he certainly was a big person, with a huge footprint on the society into which Jesus was born. 
· He was also the initiator of something known as the Pax Romana, which is the Peace of Rome. 
· This was an understanding the Romans had with their conquered territories. 
· They were free to have their own rulers as long as they paid taxes to Rome, and submitted to Roman military power. 
· This leads to our second big person, Quirinius, the governor of Syria. 
· He governed the area in which Jesus was born. 
· So Caesar Augustus, being the big person that he was, issued a “decree” to all the land. 
· You know you are a big person when you have the capacity to issue decrees. 
· Who is it you know who has this power? 
· It is a short list no doubt. 
· But Caesar had this power, and Quirinius was the one to carry it out all through the area  that Jesus was born in. 
· Quirinius was the one who had the power to see that this census actually took place, and that people were counted correctly, and ultimately made sure that these same people paid their taxes, and were also sometimes necessary for a military draft. 
· Now there is a certain irony, or at least humor, that this all took place for the sake of taxes and the military draft. 
· One translation says, “In those days Caesar Augustus decreed that everyone throughout the empire should be enrolled in tax lists.” (Common English Bible). 
· This great migration in the population, where everyone had to return to their place of origin, including, of course, Mary and Joseph, was all for the sake of taxes. 
· It would be a little like saying, if Luke lived today, “On April 15th, when everyone was lined up at the post office to send in their tax returns, something of great significance took place, that had nothing to do with what people were in the midst of doing.” 
· This may sound funny on the surface, but there is an important truth here as well. 
· Luke wants to place his story in the midst of world history. 
· He wants everyone to know that something, though small and inconsequential, when compared to the deified emperor, really ranked alongside, and even above the greatest empire of the world. 
· There is also something else that is true. 
· Luke is saying that when we are completely consumed with something very mundane and ordinary, like paying our taxes, that God acts through these events in the most marvelous ways. 
· The big people may have the authority to order people around their territory. 
· They have the power to order a woman nine months pregnant to walk a difficult and arduous journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem, but this power does not stop God from acting in surprising ways. 
· So this is the power of the big people in our Christmas story. 
· Point 2: The little people 
· But, let’s face it, the real story is not here about Augustus and Quirinius, but about the little people, Mary and Joseph, as well as the shepherds, and even, if you will allow, the animals in the stable where Jesus was born (not technically people but you see my point). 
· These people are little in a number of different ways. 
· First they were part of a conquered people. 
· They did not have access to the halls of power in Rome, not in Palestine, and maybe not even in Nazareth. 
· Joseph was a carpenter who didn’t have enough money to make the usual sacrifice at the temple when Jesus was eight days old. 
· There is something special that makes these people especially little in this story. 
· It had to do with their faith and their background.
· I don’t mean that they were little in terms of their character or attitude, but of their place in society. 
· Of course, we look up to Mary and Joseph for their courage, and for the home they provided for Jesus. 
· But Joseph and Mary were Hebrews. 
· There is something special about being a Hebrew. 
· If we think back to the first Hebrews, we see something special about them. 
· Abraham and Sarah were a wandering couple. 
· God sent them out on a journey to find the promised land. 
· But if we look at their lives, we see that most of the time they were searching without living in that land. 
· They were landless. 
· They were on a quest, and most of their lives was questing, and not living in the land that God had promised. 
· They were underdogs. 
· God said that they would have a child in old age. 
· This defied the probabilities of nature. It was something that didn’t seem possible. 
· Their friends might have laughed, and their colleagues would have scoffed at them. 
· From the scriptures, we see this kind of reaction with Noah: How foolish it was to build an arc! It hadn’t rained in a long time. 
· But Abraham and Sarah persevered, as did Noah, above the ridicule and the laughter. 
· One of the things Moses is known for is watching an Egyptian beat a Hebrew to death. 
· Again the Hebrews are on the losing side of the equation. 
· This was only one part of the humiliation that the Hebrews suffered as slaves in Egypt. 
· They were again under the power of an Imperial power. 
· This time Egypt. 
· They had no rights, and they were under the merciless command of the Pharaoh. 
· If you are someone who roots for the underdog, you may have this orientation from the Bible. 
· Because it really takes someone with this point of view to root for the Hebrews. 
· Sure, they had a kingdom under David, but it didn’t last that long. 
· By the end of his son’s reign, it was divided, and would subsequently become under the control of Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome. 
· The major parts of the Old Testament have themes about the underdog: wandering, slavery, wilderness, Kingdom, and exile. 
· Mary and Joseph were little people because this was their history.
· This was the worldview from which they would understand the world. 
· They were only suffering the latest indignity as Augustus’ decree went out, and Quirinius made sure it was enforced, that they would have to travel to Bethlehem as Mary was so  pregnant. 
· There is another set of little people in this story: the shepherds. 
· They had the night watch out in the pasture. 
· An interesting coincidence is that David, 1000 years before, was a shepherd in these same fields, when God chose him to be king. 
· Like David, these shepherds were minding their own business, tending to the flock, and experiencing what seemed like another night in the workaday world. 
· Yet God sent them an angelic messenger. 
· What was their reaction? 
· What would yours be? 
· They were afraid. 
· As they were met by a messenger from heaven, the angel told them right up front: “Do not be afraid!” 
· The angel says: “This is a sign for you: You will find a newborn baby wrapped snugly and lying in a manger.” (CEB)
· So they went and that is exactly what they found. 
· They found confirmation, verification, and validation of what they had been told.
· And so they left the manger, and proceeded to praise God with the words: “Glory to God in heaven, and on earth peace to those whom he favors.” 
· So, in my estimation, this was a night for the little people, the underdogs, and the people who had wandered, been enslaved, undergone the wilderness, and been conquered. 
· It was a special night indeed. 
· Point 3: The event
· When you look back over the last 2000 years, and see the profound impact that Jesus Christ has had on the entire world, it is amazing that his birth is told in such simple language: “While they were there (Bethlehem), the time came for Mary to have her baby. She gave birth to her firstborn son, wrapped him snuggly, and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the guestroom.” (CEB)
· That really is simple. Just two sentence, in fact, with little adornment. 
· I ask you, what do these two sentences mean to you this year?
· There can be a certain suffocation that takes place because of our familiarity with this story. 
· This is perhaps the best known part of the bible. 
· We have seen allusions to this in all of the nativity scenes in and around our community. 
· We have heard this sung about in countless songs, with a countless number of varieties and styles. 
· I am afraid that a kind of numbing can take place in our minds and hearts as to what really happened with Jesus’ birth. 
· Christmas is certainly a ritual, and yet we need it to be more than that. 
· We need it to be more than that time when we go through the motions of celebrating Christ’s birth. 
· This should be a time when our love of Christ grows in an appreciable direction. 
· We should again relive our conversion to this great truth.
· There is that famous scene in the Grinch Who Stole Christmas, when after spoiling Christmas for the Whos of Whoville he repents, and brings all the presents back to the town, and the Whos have their greatest Christmas ever. 
· There is one important scene where something happens inside the Grinch. 
· You probably know what I am referring to. 
· It is when they show a picture of his heart. 
· At first it is a heart half the size or less than an ordinary being. 
· But after his conversion, it says that the Grinch’s heart “grew to three times the size of the normal heart.” 
· That’s what should happen on Christmas. We should feel a great expansion of our heart . 
· In Jesus’ day, the people were very concerned with following the law. 
· Not just the Roman law, but the law of the Old Testament, concerning rituals and morals. 
· The idea was that if you followed the law perfectly, you would be rewarded at the end of your life with a good judgment. 
· But this left open the possibility of not following the law, and receiving a bad judgment at the end of life. 
· But Jesus’ birth changed all that. 
· No longer did people look forward to God’s judgment. 
· They had God’s judgment right in front of them: it was the baby Jesus lying in the manger. 
· This is what God did. This was his judgment on the people’s efforts and on ours as well. 
· God: ” I give you a child, a perfect child” as we say in the creed: “eternally begotten of the Father, God of God,  Light of Light, Very God of Very God….” 
· You don’t have to wait around to see if you are ok with God. 
· You know now that God is with us, God has said Yes to us, because God has come in human form. 
· God is incarnate in Jesus: the Word became flesh. 
· Everything you did up to now is still important, and you are still called to a responsible life, but you have the verdict, and God intends that we live out the verdict, that we produce fruits of the Spirit, rather than works of the law.
· The struggle with God is over. 
· As we say at this time of year: Jesus is the prince of peace. 
· The point now is to live out that peace in all we do toward God and neighbor. 
· We see God’s very nature in Jesus. 
· Jesus does things for us that no one else can do, no matter how big or little. 
· Because Jesus shows that we are in personal relationship with the creator. 
· That God wants to know us personally, just as we are now, and that it doesn’t all hinge on the future. 
· God isn’t luck or fate. God is, as best we can disern, a “Thou”, an eternal person who came as a person in his Son. 
· On Christmas we learn anew that we aren’t under the mandate of just a really big person, but under the loving control of a being who surprised all of us when we were filing our taxes. Amen. 
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