Year A Christmas Proper 1 The People Who Walked in Darkness

“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” (Is.9:2). In the Christmas story
that we hear from Luke this evening, it is the shepherds who, partway through the
story, have a great light shined on them and, from that point on, they play a huge

part in the story.

This is not an accident, of course. Luke is setting us up to understand just who it is
that this Saviour has been born to save. Luke is masterfully establishing for us the

huge contrast between what “is” in the world and what “will be” when God’s plan

for salvation is finally complete.

Luke begins his story with the power of an empire. That was what ruled the world
then and still rules the world now. He tells us that Jesus’ birth takes place during
the reign of Caesar Augustus and this Caesar’s decree is for the “whole world.”
There is a famous inscription, called the Priene inscription, that describes
Augustus’ birth as the birth of a god, the gift of divine providence, the saviour who
will bring peace. His birthday is good news for everyone this inscription declares.
All of this sounds very familiar, doesn’t it? It is how Jesus and his birth is described
by the angel. Luke shows to us what “is” under the thumb of empire in order to

understand what “will be” in a world fully ruled by God.

Augustus is not the saviour of the world, his birth is not good news for everyone
only those such as shipping merchants, money exchangers, and others who know
how to get ahead and make a buck at the expense of the vulnerable people
around them. The peace of Augustus is not true peace — it is only the absence of

war because everyone is frightened at the physical intimidation of the Roman



soldiers, of the strength and might of an empire that the average person cannot

stand against.

Into this world of plenty for only the rich and powerful; this world of peace bought
through fear of military might, comes another child...Jesus, Son of God. This child
has a message that is the polar opposite to the exclusionary and consumeristic

message of empire.

Luke provides us with many clues that Jesus’ message is completely different from
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the “l am a self-made man or woman,” “everyone for themselves,” “the one who
dies with the most toys, wins” message of empire. Instead of a lavish apartment
within a royal palace, Jesus is born in the lower room of a common house, in the
space reserved for the animals at night. In place of silk garments, Jesus is wrapped
in simple bands of cloth. Rather than the news of the birth being announced first
to the nobles and “who’s who” of Roman society, it is a bunch of working-class
shepherds who first hear the news of Jesus’ birth. Perhaps most significantly, in
place of the human messenger announcing Augustus’ birth, Jesus’ birth is
heralded by an angel. Whereas Augustus thinks his birth is an important cosmic

event with significance for the entire world, Jesus’ birth really is an important

cosmic event with significance for the entire world.

Our God made flesh in the birth of a child, born a vulnerable child to show the
world that our idea of power — based on property, position, and pocketbook —is
flawed. That idea of power leads to the lust for more and better. It leads to
inequality, oppression, and it can never lead to true peace. The vulnerable child
born today grew into a preacher, teacher, healer, miracle worker —a man who

showed to a broken world how to live in the perfection of God’s kingdom that is



coming. This man fought against the oppression and inequality brought about by
empire and those in power killed him for it. But, in dying, he did save us. The
world’s power threw its worst at him and he did not stoop to acting like them but,
rather, he loved them. He forgave them. God’s power brought him back to life
and, through the mystery of baptism, we participate in his death and life. We are
clothed with the righteousness of this man who died because he dared to show us

how to live.

And the birth of this amazing man, the baby who is God, born to save the world,
was first announced to a ragtag bunch of shepherds. These hard-working
shepherds labour all day, every day to survive. In the eyes of the world, they will
never be rich. In the eyes of the world, they will never have status. In the eyes of
the world, they will never have property of their own. These shepherds lived their
lives caring for other creatures...their sheep. And these shepherds are meant to
show us how we must be...living our lives caring for other creatures. Not that we
don’t have any power according to the world — we do have property, and position,
and money to varying degrees. What will lead us to be like the shepherds is not
valuing the property, position, and money above love and compassion and the
fight against all that is broken in this world. We are to put care for others and for

creation above the desire for more and better.

Like us, the shepherds lived in a broken world. Everything wasn’t magically fixed
when Jesus was born. But they trusted that it would be. Thousands of babies
were born every day but they were told this one was special and they believed
this to be true. Rather than tell the shepherds that the baby has been born in

Bethlehem, the angel calls Bethlehem the City of David to connect the baby to the



expected Saviour who would be born of the line of David. The shepherds trusted
this good news and went to see the baby for themselves. They trusted the good
news and told everyone else about it. They trusted the good news and went back
to the daily grind of shepherding, rejoicing — praising and glorifying God. What
they had seen was a helpless little baby who couldn’t even walk and talk, a baby
who was clearly not born into money. They knew nothing of the life and death
that lay ahead for this little baby. They had no idea how he was going to save the
world but they trusted that he would and they were now a part of that. Although
their circumstances hadn’t changed, they had changed. They were filled with the
joy and hope of knowing Jesus was born...of knowing the perfection of God’s
kingdom was coming. This is the joy and hope of Christmas time — although it can

feel like it’s all about presents, and parties, and pretty lights.

Our circumstances haven’t changed in hearing the story of Jesus’ birth — the birth
of the one who will bring the entire world back into relationship with God and, in
doing so, will bring perfect love and peace to the whole world. Our circumstances
have not changed...we will go home to the same house or apartment, in the same
vehicle, with the same people, back to our same lives of perhaps struggling to
make ends meet, perhaps a life of modest comfort. The world has not changed.
But if we trust in the good news of the angel as the shepherds did, if we hear and
accept: “l am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born
this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord” then we will

be changed...and in being changed, we then can change the world.

It is a world of empire that surrounds us —a world revolving around a power

based on property, position and pocketbook. We see it in the war Putin has waged



on Ukraine. We see it in the record profits of oil companies and banks and
insurance companies while the cost-of-living pushes many over the fragile edge of
‘making it’ to ‘not making it’. We see the results of such desire for more and
better in the homeless on the streets, in the rising numbers of people using food
banks, we see it in ourselves as, with one hand we reach for a can of soup on the
grocery store shelf to contribute to the food bank while, with the other hand, we
reach for the much more costly potted Christmas plant to decorate our home. We
all do such things as this. We all get sucked into, and participate in the idea of
power given to us by empire — a power Jesus died to defeat. It cannot be fully

defeated when hearts continue to embrace it instead of God’s ways.

The world does change a little at Christmas time. People are friendlier, more
generous. People help others in their communities more than they do throughout
the rest of the year. But then the tree is taken down, the decorations are put

|II
.

away, and the lights are turned off...and the world goes back to “norma

But what if we decide we don’t want that so-called “normal”? What if we
continue to shine the light of Christ onto those who sit in darkness? Our
circumstances have not changed this night...but we can change...and, in being
changed, we can bring change to the world. That great light has shined on us and
it now shines within us so let us go home, like the shepherds, back to the same-
old, same-old but rejoicing — praising God and glorifying God, trusting in the good
news: to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the

Lord — the Light of the world. Let us, with him, be that light.



