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Isaiah 9:2-7 

     The people who walked in darkness

        have seen a great light;

    those who lived in a land of deep darkness--

        on them light has shined. 

    [3] You have multiplied the nation,

        you have increased its joy;

    they rejoice before you

        as with joy at the harvest,

        as people exult when dividing plunder. 

    [4] For the yoke of their burden,

        and the bar across their shoulders,

        the rod of their oppressor,

        you have broken as on the day of Midian. 

    [5] For all the boots of the tramping warriors

        and all the garments rolled in blood

        shall be burned as fuel for the fire. 

    [6] For a child has been born for us,

        a son given to us;

    authority rests upon his shoulders;

        and he is named

    Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

        Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

    [7] His authority shall grow continually,

        and there shall be endless peace

    for the throne of David and his kingdom.

        He will establish and uphold it

    with justice and with righteousness

        from this time onward and forevermore.

    The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this.

Titus 2:11-14 

    For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly, while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. He it is who gave himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for good deeds. 

Luke 2:1-20 

    In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 

    In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night.  Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for see--I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and 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 heaven,

        and on earth peace among those whom he favors!" 

    When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us."  So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 

A Dangerous Hope

Well, it’s here. Are you ready? Have you found all the perfect gifts, whether they be a Nintendo Wii or a flat screen TV, a nice tie or some fancy perfume, the latest in high tech devices or the finest in kitchen appliances? Have you got the house all decorated and the food and drink all prepared, are you ready for this grand and glorious celebration we call Christmas? It’s a dangerous time of year, isn’t it? Not only because of the increase in our blood pressures, cholesterol levels, and credit card balances, but because of the increase in hope. Hope is dangerous, because it creates in our mind a series of expectations that might not come true. Dare we hope for that top item on our Christmas list? Dare we hope that, just for tonight, the family bickering will cease and we can enjoy one night just one night, of peace and harmony? Dare we hope that this season will somehow transform our world into the home of justice, peace, and love that we all so desperately long for? 


We live in an age of unfulfilled hopes and broken promises, when everyone from our political leaders to our best friends let us down and fail to deliver. It’s easy to become cynical, refusing to hope that anything will change, regarding as naïve anyone foolish enough to believe that what has been promised will actually come true. 


In that regard, we have much in common with the people who first heard Luke’s poetic telling of this now familiar Christmas story. Luke begins his account with these now familiar but largely ignored words, “In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.” It is not against the background of the reign of Herod—the local ruler who is known for his heavy-handed and brutal ways—that the story of Jesus’ birth is told (as it is in Matthew’s Gospel), but against the background of the Roman Empire.


The emperor Octavian was a prominent figure, who solidified the somewhat divided loyalties of the various regions of the empire and ushered in the famous Pax Romana. In 27 BC, the Roman senate gave the title “Augustus”, or “the Wise One.” Poets wrote of his peaceful ideals and anticipated that his reign would signal a golden age based on virtue. Ancient monuments even ascribed to him the title “savior.” Legends about his miraculous birth began to spread throughout the empire. He represented a high and hopeful moment in Roman history. Even the fact that all the people dutifully went to their home towns to be registered is noteworthy, for often in ancient times the demand for a census evoked rebellion and opposition. And so, Jesus was not born in the middle of a dark and stormy period, when people were crying out for a savior, but in a relatively calm and peaceful time, when hopes were high and life was good. 


The decades between the time of Jesus’ birth and the time of Luke’s narrative, however, exposed the failed hopes and doused aspirations. Augustus is succeeded by Caesars who turn the imperial dreams into nightmares. Jerusalem is eventually sacked, the temple destroyed, and the people of Israel are sent into exile once again. The kingdoms of both Rome and Jerusalem have failed to provide the peace and prosperity so longed for, and so it is easy to imagine that the people who first heard Luke’s words were a bit jaded and skeptical. Hope, they have learned, is a dangerous thing.


Against the horizon of disillusionment, we hear of the birth of another ruler, from the lineage of David, whose meager beginnings, on the surface, do not compare with the promise and hope of Augustus. All the world obeys the Caesar, but Jesus’ parents are rejected and relegated to a cattle stall. And yet the birth of Jesus is announced as good news for all people, bringing about the promised era of peace and good will. Dare we believe these bold promises? Dare we hope that this savior will not turn out to be another false, illusory god, promising more than can possibly delivered? After all, we have been celebrating his birth for almost 2,000 years now, and still the words of peace on earth, good will to all seem to be yet another promise unfulfilled. Still the children wander homeless, still the hungry cry for bread, still the captives long for freedom, still in grief we mourn our dead. How is the birth of this savior Jesus different from the birth of all the other so-called saviors who have come and gone in the years hence?


Well, for starters, I don’t know of anyone who still bothers to tell the story of the birth of Caesar Augustus, or Charlemagne, or George Washington, or any other great and noble leader. And second, I know of no one else in all of history who can actually still deliver on their promise to bring meaning, love, and joy to our lives, except for the one born in a manger, on a cold and quiet night, amid starry skies and lofty expectations. He can do this because his life has not yet ended; his impact on history is not yet complete, as he continues to change lives and renew spirits through the power of his birth in our hearts, here and now.
It is still dangerous to have hope and faith in this humble savior, because this hope will pull you into a lifelong adventure of following him wherever he might lead you. This hope might lead you to do some crazy things, like abandoning the popular paths to success and happiness for the way of the cross, a journey that leads us ever deeper into the suffering and death of our world in order to discover the redemption and new life of the promise. Hope is a dangerous thing, but it is the only thing that will lead us out of the despair that surrounds the countless broken promises and shattered dreams that litter our lives. 


Christ is born, not just in the midst of an ancient empire and under an obsolete king, but he is born today, in you and in me, and his birth allows us to disregard the cynicism and skepticism of our day and cling to that most precious gift of all time, the gift of hope. As Paul wrote to the ancient Christians in Rome, “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” Thanks be to God; amen.

