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I’m lucky enough to have warm, even cozy childhood memories of Christmas. 
Growing up in New England, I loved it best when there was snow on the ground and a fire 
in the living room fireplace. The tree was in the bay window, decorated earlier in the 
month by the whole family while Christmas carols played on the record player. And on 
Christmas Eve, my dad’s side of the family gathered, crammed together on the sofa, sang 
Christmas carols together, and listened to my grandfather read the Christmas story out of 
the Bible, as candles burned on the Christmas tree. 

I know it almost sounds like something out of a Victorian novel, and I may be seeing 
these memories through a gauzy filter that time allows. And I know now that my parents 
worked very hard to make things magical. Still, what I remember is the coziness of family 
and a sense of enchantment. 

I know now, too, that coziness and enchantment are not what Luke was writing 
about when he told the Christmas story. The Christmas story is political – “‘political’ not in 
the partisan sense …, but rather in the deeply human, communal, what-kind-of-world-shall-
we-build-together sense”1 – and the gauziness of my memories and many of our 
celebrations obscures that.  

A theological reflection (without a byline) that I read this week does a great job 
explaining what I mean. “Consider how Luke begins the story, right out of the gates, with a 
sentence that should take our breath away: ‘In those days a decree went out from Emperor 
Augustus that all the world should be registered’ (Luke 2:1). 

“All the world! Think of the sheer ambition in that decree, the totalitarian appetite. A 
single, comprehensive grid meant to fall across the whole creation, fixing its coordinates, 
seizing everything in a single grasp, capturing everyone the way a hidden net, camouflaged 
in the leaves, suddenly springs up and around its prey. 

“And for what? Luke’s early listeners would know right away, of course: for taxes, 
for tribute to the empire, for extracting value in order to build palaces and armies – in 
short, for strengthening the imperial grip. And those listeners would know, too, the implicit 
threat of force in such a decree, the unsaid ‘or else,’ the chill in the air as the grim news 
spread far and wide. 

“And so ‘all went to their towns to be registered’ – everyone, even the sick and 
infirm, even a pregnant woman on the verge of giving birth. The image is Orwellian, a 
glimpse of the forced marches and bureaucratic control in authoritarian regimes to come … 

 
1 “Rethinking Christmas Eve,” SALT, https://www.saltproject.org/progressive-christian-
blog/2019/12/23/rethinking-christmas-eve (posted and accessed 21 December 2020). 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=476107070
https://www.saltproject.org/progressive-christian-blog/2019/12/23/rethinking-christmas-eve
https://www.saltproject.org/progressive-christian-blog/2019/12/23/rethinking-christmas-eve
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“And so this striking beginning of the story, so far from a romantic portrait, sounds a 
clear note of imperial dominion and icy menace. Christmas begins not only with Gabriel’s 
announcement to Mary, but also with the tyrant’s announcement, his audacious, 
intimidating attempt at universal control. 

“And God will be born in the midst of this world, in the wake of this brazen decree. 

“But God will slip through the net – and even use it for divine purposes. Like a 
masterful, mischievous trickster, God enlists [Emperor] Augustus’ attempt to capture the 
world into part of the divine plan to save it … – since it is the decree, after all, that brings 
the family from Nazareth to Bethlehem, [the City of David] … (David, that other child-
trickster who foiled Goliath!). 

“But even in Bethlehem, God will be born beyond the coordinates of imperial 
surveillance. No address, no trackable trail – this is the deep meaning of ‘no room in the 
inn.’ God arrives, but beyond the reach of the emperor’s grasp. God is off the grid, hidden 
with the animals, as yet unnamed ([Luke says] the child isn’t named until the 8th day (Luke 
2:21)). In brief, God is homeless, anonymous, incognito – that is: unregistered. 
Undocumented. 

“As Luke tells it, this is the story’s most conspicuous dramatic tension. On one side, 
the emperor’s attempt to control the world through registration – and on the other, God’s 
unregistered arrival. 

“And then – just in case we missed it – the story of the shepherds drives the point 
home. The shepherds don’t live in the towns, but rather up in the surrounding hills. They, 
too, have no addresses, and in the story, no names. They, too, are ‘living in the fields’ with 
the animals, flouting the emperor’s decree, for they have not ‘returned to their towns’ to be 
registered. 

“They are the unrecorded, the undocumented[, the ignored front-line workers]. 
They live in imperial territory, but beyond the emperor’s control. And sure enough, of all 
the people in all the world, they are the ones singled out to receive the world-changing 
good news. They are the ones to whom the angels sing. 

“They are the ones who receive the strange, tantalizing directions for finding the 
unfindable child. The unregistered shepherds told of the unregistered savior in the city of 
David (David, that shepherd!) – and so they go to … find him and admire him and pay him 
their respects. He’s one of us! they say to each other. He lives beyond the empire’s 
dominion! He sleeps with the creatures! He lies in a manger! 

“And then, the coup de grace: the nameless shepherds issue their own public 
pronouncement, their counter-decree, passing on to all what the angels proclaimed to 
them: ‘Good news of great joy for all people; for unto you is born this day in the city of 
David a savior!’”2 

And that’s what Christmas is all about, Charlie Brown. 

 
2 Ibid. 
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Before I play for you what may will be the most famous Christmas sermon ever 
preached is the United States, I want to call your attention to Linus’ blanket. Notice what 
Linus says when he lets go of his security blanket. 

[Play video.] 

“Fear not.” When Linus gets to the part in his recitation of the Christmas story when 
the angels tell the shepherds to “fear not,” he drops his security blanket. And he doesn’t 
pick it up again until he is finished. 

In a world full of Caesars who what to control “all the world,” the angels tell the 
nobodies, the nameless, the unimportant shepherds, “Fear not!” And that empowers them 
to declare that God’s good news is “for all people.” 

Oh, what a wild story! 

I’m sorry if you zoomed into this worship service tonight expecting a tame story. If 
you came for a story that does not threaten you, you came for a different story than the one 
Luke tells. “If you came to hear about the coming of a God who only showed up so that you 
could have a nice day with your loved ones, then you came to hear about a God we do not 
worship here. For even a regular baby is not a tame thing. And goodness that cannot 
threaten complacency and evil is not much good at all, and a God who would choose to give 
up power and invincibility to become an infant for you, certainly didn’t do it just so you 
could have dinner. 

“But. 

“If you came because you think that unwed teenage mothers are some of the 
strongest people in the world; if you came because you think that the kind of people who 
work third shift doing stuff you’d rather not do might attract the angels’ attention before 
you, snoring comfortably in your bed, would attract their attention; if you came to hear a 
story of tyrants trembling when heaven comes to peasants; if you came because you 
believe that God loves the animals as much as the people and so made them the first 
witnesses to the saving of the world; if you came for a story of reversals that might end up 
reversing you; if you came for a tale of adventure and bravery, where strong and gentle 
people win, and the powerful and violent go down to dust, where the rich lose their money 
but find their lives and the poor are raised up like kings; if you came to be reminded that 
God loves you too much to leave you unchanged; if you came to follow the light even if it 
blinds you; if you came for salvation and not safety; then, my friends, you are in precisely 
the right place.”3 

On this holy night, we celebrate the birth of a child, of the one we call “the Son of 
God” because in him we have experienced and continue to experience life-changing and 
world-changing power. On this holy night, we celebrate the birth of a child, the most 
vulnerable of human beings. On this holy night, we celebrate the birth of a child who grew 
to teach us the way to beloved community, the way of justice-fill hope, love, joy, and peace. 

May the peace of this baby be with you. 

 
3 Quinn G. Caldwell, All I Really Want (Nashville: Abington Press, 2014), 110-112, adapted. 

https://youtu.be/vVp5AGte_4Q
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And now I invite you to switch to gallery mode, to unmute yourself, and to share 
with one another the ancient greeting of the church: May the peace of Christ be with you. 


