HOMILY, July 27, 2025      Luke 2. 1-14           “It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year”
And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed. (And this taxing was first made when Cyrenius was governor of Syria.) And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city. And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David:) To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child. And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should be delivered. And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there was no room for them in the inn. And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger. And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying, Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward all.


          Thirty-eight years. Thirty-eight years…long time. I was first ordained in 1987, and began the annual delight of preaching on Christmas Eve the following December. Which makes this text the most frequently explored text in my life; I have had thirty-eight chances to say things both meaningful and profound and hopefully uplifting and amusing, too. What shall we lift up today, for this out-of-season celebration? What can we discuss today that will change our lives for the better?
          Well, the first thing we need to notice is that, despite progress in some arenas, nevertheless, some things never change… And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed. The emperors are still taxing the people, all these centuries later, but our version is considerably easier. We can use the Internet. We can file for an extension if we need to. We can hire number-crunching professionals to complete our forms on our behalf. Not back then; taxes had to be paid in person, and paid in your hometown, no matter where you currently resided. In the case of Joseph, a middle-aged man made weary by heavy labor, this was a big deal.  Joseph was living in Nazareth, working in nearby Sephorris, hometown of his new young wife Mary, and they had to travel together back to…you guessed it, Bethlehem, a journey of eighty miles over rough roads with a lot of hills, and no Uber.
          Did I mention that young Mary was substantially pregnant? Did I mention that Joseph did not physically participate in that blessed creation? Did I mention that, near as we can tell, they haven’t completely made peace about this by the time they need to leave? Let’s do the math: weary middle-aged man, still not convinced by his wife’s story about the origins of this pregnancy; young wife great with child, at least eight months along; eighty miles of cold, winding, hilly roads, with him walking and her being jolted along on a donkey. Plenty of time to talk, if they wanted to, but they are kind of on egg shells with each other. Let’s assume about two weeks travel time, and when they arrive? Nowhere to stay! No calling ahead for reservations, no booking online with free cancellation, none of that. And shortly after their arrival, likely assisted by the donkey-induced bumpiness, Mary goes into labor. Birthing suite at Enloe? Nice deluxe room at the Marriot? Nope, not at all…she gives birth in a wee barn with nothing but relatively clean hay as her mattress, and relatively clean rags to wrap her newborn son in, to shield him from the cold wind, because, oh yeah, forgot to mention, it is wintertime.
          Every Christmas Eve sermon you have ever heard probably jumps in right about now, with the shepherds and the angels and all the cool heavenly announcements. It’s the best part, the part that Linus memorized for his Sunday School pageant in the Charlie Brown Christmas specials. But we are going to pause, right here, and consider the more subtle messages that have already been given before the angels hold forth. And the first of those messages is one we ought to finally take to heart: that those who can decree – emperors, presidents, other leaders in power – will always do so at their convenience, not ours. Caesar Augustus needed more tax revenue, right now, it’s a big empire to support. So he decreed. Middle of winter, leanest time of the year, hardest to travel, he did not care, he decreed. It may be time in our shared human experience to release our clutched pearls every time a potentate does something for personal gain and with no regard for the inconvenience it causes their subjects. This still galls us but it is not news, friends. Maybe we can channel our predictable outrage more usefully. For so long as we live in a world led by the self-aggrandizing, you and I and most will be on the downstream side of all manner of decrees.
          It is always part of a pastor’s job to interpret, not only the human side of things, but to give glimpses into the Divine aspect of things. From the human perspective, this inconvenient travelogue is grievous and frustrating and exhausting. What might be the divine message hidden in the pain and discomfort? What might the message be that the one announced as the Savior of the World is birthed out in the open air among farm animals? That his earthly parents had to sacrifice greatly to bring him forth? Might we learn to cherish the idea of a God who cares not one whit for privilege, a God who does not mirror the shallow priorities of this world, a God who brings life out of discomfort and distress? Our world, with its unabashed worship of wealth and power and glamor could not be more unlike the God we glimpse here, a God who shares the best news of all with simple country folks, a God who could have perpetuated the royal prerogative and could have been high-born, but elected a bed of straw and a ceiling of stars? From the first labor pain this world had no room for the God we are describing. They didn’t know, right? 
           But we do. We know, through centuries of developing faith, that the baby born on that crisp midwinter night wasn’t just any old baby. That the ‘flower blooming in the snow’ came to give fragrance and softness to this stinky, harsh world. And most of all, that our Jesus, now all growed up, had a job to do, and that job was to make visible the God we have been describing, the God whose priorities and designs for all people are bigger, better, healthier, and more sustainable that the narrow menu of possibilities presented by mere humans. We who follow him, in and out of season, have a job to do as well, and it is a lot like his. We are here to make the ways of God visible in the world. In a world that devalues people, we demonstrate their worth. In a world that demonizes the outsiders, we remember today’s traveling parents and make room. In a world that cheats and lies we model honesty and truth. And maybe the real Christmas presents to be shared are those things, those life habits and relational gifts that all the decrees in the world cannot replace or restrict. I gotta say, these lively gifts are too important to limit their sharing to one brief season, friends. Christmas in July? That’s a start. But how did Scrooge say it? “I will honor Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year.” Today was just a colorful reminder, friends. We are in the gift-giving business all the time. Amen.
