Christmas:  The Birth of Jesus

“Silent night, holy night; All is calm, all is bright…”         (carol written by Fr. Joseph Mohr)
“A child is born to us!  A son is given to us!”                                                 (Isaiah 9, 6)

“For today, in the city of David, a saviour has been born to you who is Christ the Lord.”                                                                                                                                                   (Luke 2, 1-14)

There is something quite ironic about the liturgical readings for Christmas and the carols we sing so enthusiastically.  They all drip with sentimentality.  In the second reading from Paul’s letter to Titus, we are informed that God has singled us out for extra special treatment.  The gospel speaks of the tender care that Mary shows for her new-born child, and we are given a picture of bands of angels telling shepherds that the news is all good.  All four sets of readings chosen for the various masses at Christmas pick up the festive mood of God’s having done something special for humanity out of sheer kindness and care:  “When the kindness and love of God our Saviour  was revealed, God saved us.  It was not because of any good deeds we ourselves had done, but because of God’s own mercy.”  (Titus 3, 4)  To celebrate this truly wonderful news, we sing carols like Silent Night and Joy to the World.
In a world that sees a potential terrorist in almost anyone who looks a little different, where suicide bombings are the order of the day, where street brawls and stabbings are commonplace, where vulnerable children and women are regarded as simply being there to be exploited, there is surely room for a bit of sentiment and softness.  All the sentiment of the ordered and brightly lit cribs of Christmas is prompted by the birth of the Child who was destined to change the course of human history.  That Child we now know was Omnipotence in disguise.  And the surrounds into which he was born have been sanitised beyond recognition by the sentiments we attach to them.  We have even been lulled into believing that there is something idyllic or romantic about a birth in a manger.  In reality, there was no Christmas-card serenity about when and where Jesus was born.  Bethlehem was a shabby little town bursting at the seams with a crowd of travellers far beyond its capacity, a disorderly crowd competing for the little available accommodation as they gathered for a mandatory census.  Politeness had long since vanished, so there was no consideration for the slow and the hesitant, or for the poor or even for women, pregnant or not.  Indeed, there was no peace or calm in all of Israel which was wracked with tension and conflict as Jewish dissenters and freedom fighters did their utmost to make things difficult for their Roman occupiers. One can easily imagine troubled countries like modern-day Iraq and Afghanistan as the equivalent of first-century Palestine for it was a country torn asunder by fear and persecution and oppression.  So, on the night Jesus was born, there was not so much as a hint of calm, quiet or bright optimism…Silent night, holy night; all is calm, all is bright?  Not a bit of it!
It was only in retrospect that the New Testament writers could see the irony of it all.  In a cold, dark cave reserved for the shelter of sheep and goats and other domestic animals, Jesus came into the world, the light of God dawned.  In the midst of the pain and hopelessness of a people subdued, Christ came, bringing renewed hope of transformation.  That same hope is offered again as one Christmas follows another.
For a world that is struggling to come to grips with unmanageable issues like global warming, corporate greed, civil wars, people trafficking and unprecedented numbers of wandering refugees, there is surely room for the message of hope that Christmas offers.

Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus intensifies the irony.  He underlines the fact that Jesus is born during the reign of Caesar Augustus, an emperor who was labelled as “divine”, the saviour of the Roman nation and a bringer of peace to the ancient world.  For centuries the Jewish people had been aching and praying for the coming of the Messiah, and that Messiah came during the oppressive reign of a foreign invader, known to his own people as a saviour, a peace-maker and a god.  The Prince of Peace was born into a people who were not at peace, and under a potentate whose propaganda machine proclaimed what was only a semblance of peace.  And the birth of this extraordinary baby was noted by foreigners and revealed to a small band of disreputables and nobodies.  These were the ones chosen by God to confound the prevailing “wisdom”, to demonstrate that God prefers them to the strong, the secure and the well-heeled.
Christmas is an invitation to us to ponder these things, to look for and, indeed, to become ourselves signs of hope for others, to share some of the transforming love of God with the lonely, the lost and the rejected, to take seriously the challenge of the poet, Auden:  “It lies within your power of choosing to conceive the Child who chooses you”  (W.H. Auden, A Christmas Oratorio).  
