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"A CHRISTMAS PERSPECTIVE"

MATTHEW 1:18-25

OUR HUMAN LIVES HAVE A WAY OF GETTING OUT OF
BALANCE., WE FIND OURSELVES PLACING TOO MUCH
EMPHASIS ON WHAT ARE NOT THE MOST IMPORTANT
THINGS, AND TOO LITTLE EMPHASIS ON THE MOST

IMPORTANT. SOMETIMES IT TAKES A CRISIS OR A
LONGED FOR GIFT TO COME INTO OUR LIVES OR EVEN

MAYBE A SERMON IN CHURCH TO HELP US GET A FRESH
PERSPECTIVE INTO OUR LIVING.

NOT LONG AGO, A WOMAN THAT I KNOW CAME DOWN
WITH A VERY SERIOUS ILLNESS., IT WAS DIAGNOSED
AS CANCER WITH A 50-50 CHANCE OF COMING THROUGH
IT TO GOOD HEALTH. SHE TOLD ME THAT THIS FACT
HELPED HER GAIN A NEW PERSPECTIVE ON LIFE. SHE
BEGAN TO RE-EXAMINE WHAT WAS MOST IMPORTANT
TO HER AND TO HER FAMILY AND WHAT WAS LEAST
IMPORTANT, AND SOME OF THE THINGS THAT SHE
HAD STRESSED SO MUCH UP TO THIS POINT NOW FELL
AWAY AS BEING INSIGNIFICANT.

AGAIN, NOT TOO LONG AGO, I WAS VISITING WITH
A COUPLE WHO HAD ALWAYS WANTED A CHILD, BUT
WERE DISCOURAGED BECAUSE IT WAS DOUBTFUL IF
THAT GIFT WOULD EVER COME INTO THEIR LIVES.
THEN NOT LONG AFTER, THE WOMAN DISCOVERED SHE



WAS PREGNANT. NOT QUITE NINE MONTHS LATER A
HEALTHY BABY BECAME AN INTEGRAL PART OF THEIR
LIVES--AND THEY SAID AFTER HAVING THE BABY A

FEW MONTHS, THE BABY GAVE THEM A NEW PERSPECTIVE
ON WHAT LIFE IN THIS WORLD IS ALL ABOUT.

AT THIS TIME OF YEAR, I BELIEVE THAT HEARING
THE CHRISTMAS STORY ONE MORE TIME CAN ALSO GIVE
US A NEW PERSPECTIVE, AND THAT'S OUR THEME FOR
THE MORNING--A CHRISTMAS PERSPECTIVE. A
PERSPECTIVE IS AN IDEA OF THE RELATIVE
IMPORTANCE OF THINGS,

I[F ANY OF YOU HAVE EVER BEEN TO BETHLEHEM WHERE
JESUS WAS BORN, AND YOU WISH TO GO INTO THE
CHURCH OF THE NATIVITY, AS IT IS CALLED--A
CHURCH THAT IS CONSTRUCTED ON THE SITE WHERE
THE MANGER ORIGINALLY WAS--YOU WILL REMEMBER
THAT TO GET INTO THIS CHURCH BUILDING, YOU HAVE
TO ENTER THROUGH A RATHER SMALL OPENING. 1IN
FACT, UNLESS YOU ARE A CHILD OR A MIDGET, YOU
HAVE TO BEND OVER TO ENTER, IT IS SAID THAT
THE ENTRANCE TO THE CHURCH OF THE NATIVITY WAS
CONSTRUCTED THAT WAY ON PURPOSE SO THAT ONE

HAS TO STOOP OVER IN A POSITION OF HUMILITY

TO SEE THE PLACE WHERE JESUS WAS BORN,

SAMUEL GOLDWYN ONCE SAID THAT HE WANTED TO MAKE
A MOVIE WHICH WOULD BEGIN WITH AN EARTHQUAKE
AND WORK UP TO A CLIMAX. MoST OF US CAN

UNDERSTAND THAT KIND OF THINKING BECAUSE IT
FITS IN SO WELL WITH THE WAY WE SEE THE WORLD



AND WHAT'S IMPORTANT. WE ARE IMPRESSED WITH

SIZE, WITH WHAT COSTS A LOT, WITH PRESTIGE,

AND WITH POWER. WHATEVER IS BIG AND FLASHY

GETS OUR ATTENTION, AND WE EASILY CONCLUDE THAT

IF IT IS BIG ENOUGH AND NOISY ENOUGH, IT MUST

BE IMPORTANT, IT’S SO EASY TO GET OUR PERSPECTIVE
OUT OF WHACK!

Now LOOK AT THE CHRISTMAS STORY. NOTHING ABOUT
THE BETHLEHEM EVENT AS IT IS TOLD IN THE NEW

TESTAMENT, SEEMS TO FIT INTO OUR IDEA OF IMPORTANT

AND IMPRESSIVE EVENTS. AS WE THINK ABOUT IT,
THERE'S ALMOST NOTHING IN THE STORY THAT FITS

IN WITH OUR IDEAS,

THE BIRTH OF JESUS OCCURED IN A SMALL TOWN,

IN AN OUT OF THE WAY PLACE., OSURELY, IF WE
WOULD'VE BEEN IN CHARGE, THE BIRTH OF THE
MESSIAH, IF IT WAS TO BE OF ANY SIGNIFICANCE,
SHOULD HAVE TAKEN PLACE EITHER IN JERUSALEM,
THE RELIGIOUS CENTER, OR BETTER STILL IN ROME,
THE POLITICAL CAPITAL. THAT'S WHERE THE ACTION
IS -- IN POLITICS.

AND WHERE DID JESUS GROW UP? IN ANOTHER SMALL
TOWN-~-NAZARETH. NOTHING IMPORTANT HAD EVER
COME oUT OF NAZARETH. IT HAD NEVER PRODUCED

A FAMOUS INDIVIDUAL, OR A PROPHET OR A PERSON
WHO WAS RECOGNIZED AS BEING FILLED WITH GOD’S
SPIRIT. IT IS NEVER EVEN MENTIONED IN THE OLD
TESTAMENT AT ALL, WHICH MEANS THAT IT HADN'T
ANY NOTABLE RELIGIOUS OR HISTORIAL ASSOCIATIONS.,




NOT MUCH OF A LOCATION FOR THE MESSIAH OF (OD
TO COME FROM.

['M TOLD THAT IN REAL ESTATE, IN OUR TIME, THERE
ARE THREE IMPORTANT FACTORS AND THEY ARE: LOCATION,
LOCATION, LOCATION., THAT MIGHT BE TRUE IN REAL
ESTATE, BUT IT HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH THE WAY

GOD WORKS IN OUR LIVES OR IN THE WORLD, (oD

IS NOT IMPRESSED BY LOCATION!

AND YET SOMETIMES EVEN IN OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH,

WE ARE OVERLY IMPRESSED BY LOCATION. AS SOME
OF YOU KNOW, FOR THE PAST YEAR I‘VE BEEN A

MEMBER OF A NATIONAL COMMITTEE OF OUR DENOMINATION
APPOINTED TO STUDY THE ISSUE: SHOULD WE CONTINUE
TO KEEP OUR NATIONAL CHURCH HEADQUARTERS IN
NEW YORK CITY, OR SHOULD WE MOVE THE HEADQUARTERS
TO ANOTHER CITY SOMEWHERE ELSE IN THE COUNTRY?
IT’S BEEN A FASCINATING PROCESS. I’VE HAD A
CHANCE TO VISIT AND STUDY A NUMBER OF MAJOR

CITIES IN THE COUNTRY AS A RESULT.

—

EACH CITY OUR COMMITTEE VISITED, WE WERE TOLD
BY THOSE WHO WERE TRYING TO GET US TO MOVE
THERE--THIS CITY IS A CENTER OF POWER AND
INFLUENCE IN TODAY’'S WORLD--YOUR CHURCH
HEADQUARTERS SHOULD BE HERE. THE LEADERS IN

NEW YORK CITY STRESSED THAT POINT MOST STRONGLY.
AND I'M SURE THAT SOME OF OUR NATIONAL CHURCH
LEADERS FEEL THE SAME WAY~--THAT THE HEADQUARTERS
SHOULD BE WHERE THEY CAN BUMP ELBOWS WITH THE
IMPORTANT AND POWERFUL LEADERS IN THIS COUNTRY




AND IN THE WORLD SO THAT THE CHURCH CAN MAKE
ITS INFLUENCE FELT FOR THE GOOD,

[IT’S A TEMPTING NOTION, AND THEN I REMEMBER
THAT JESUS WAS BORN IN BETHLEHEM, NOT JERUSALEM
OR ROME, AND THAT HE GREW UP IN NAZARETH--AND
ACCORDING TO THE GOSPELS OF MATTHEW, MARK, AND
LUKE, NEVER WENT TO JERUSALEM, EXCEPT AS A BABY,
AND WHEN HE WAS TWELVE YEARS OLD, AND THEN WAS
THERE THE LAST WEEK OF HIS LIFE AND WAS CRUCIFIED
THERE. DURING HIS YEARS OF MINISTRY., HE SPENT

MOST OF HIS TIME WITH WHAT WE TODAY WOULD CALL
THE COMMON PEOPLE, AND THE TIME WAS SPENT IN

SMALL TOWNS AND IN THE COUNTRYSIDE. MAYBE WE
NEED TO REMEMBER SUCH THINGS TO HELP PUT
PERSPECTIVE IN OUR OWN LIVES. THE POWER OF
THE CHURCH IS WHEREVER PEOPLE ARE GATHERED IN

CHRIST'S NAME,

AS FAR AS WE KNOW, THAT FIRST CHRISTMAS, ONLY
MARY AND JOSEPH WERE PRESENT WHEN JESUS WAS
BORN -- MAYBE A LOCAL MIDWIFE WAS CALLED, WE
DON'T KNOW, MAYBE SOME ANIMALS WERE IN THE
STABLE--THE BIBLE DOESN'T MENTION ANY. THOSE

WHO FIRST LEARNED ABOUT THE BIRTH WERE NOT THE
MOVERS AND THE SHAKERS OF THAT DAY--SOME SHEPHERDS

CAME TO THE MANGER LATER THAT NIGHT.

THE POWERFUL OF THE WORLD, THE LEADERS IN

POLITICS AND STATECRAFT, THE UPI AND THE
ASSOCIATION PRESS WERE NOT NOTIFIED AND DIDN'T

COVER THE STORY, NOT EVEN THE JERUSALEM TIMES



WAS REPRESENTED. NOBODY TOOK MUCH NOTICE OF
WHAT HAD HAPPENED IN BETHLEHEM, MARY AND JOSEPH
WERE NOT WELL-KNOWN PEOPLE. AND AFTER ALL,

WHAT POSSIBLE DIFFERENCE COULD A BABY IN A
MANGER MAKE IN THE WORLD ANYWAY?

THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW TELLS US THAT A NEW STAR
APPEARED IN THE SKY--BUT THE ONLY ONES WHO
NOTICED WERE SOME FOREIGNERS WHO LATER CAME

TO SEE THE BABY,

THE STORY OF CHRISTMAS, IN ITS SIMPLICITY, CAN
GIVE US A NEW PERSPECTIVE, GOD’S WAYS ARE NOT

OUR WAYS. (GOD FOREVER SURPRISES US. GOD IS
NOT IMPRESSED BY THE MIGHTY AND POWERFUL IN
THIS WORLD, (GOD DOES NOT COME TO US IN THE
GARB OF A CONQUEROR. IN AN INCREDIBLE ACT OF

HUMILITY GOD ENTERS OUR WORLD IN THE SAME WAY
THAT EACH OF US ENTERED THIS WORLD--IN THE

APPARENT HELPLESSNESS OF A CHILD. As THE
CHRISTMAS CARoL, "0 LITTLE TOWN OF BETHLEHEM®
REMINDS US--"HOW SILENTLY, HOW SILENTLY., THE
WONDROUS GIFT IS GIVEN! SO GOD IMPARTS TO HUMAN
HEARTS THE BLESSINGS OF HIS HEAVEN,”

ANOTHER WAY OF STATING THE CHRISTMAS PERSPECTIVE
IS THIS: CHRISTMAS TURNS EVERYTHING UPSIDE

DOWN,

HALFORD LUCCOCK TELLS A STORY OF ACCIDENTLY
BUMPING INTO A WOMAN WHO WAS CHRISTMAS SHOPPING
AND LOADED DOWN WITH PACKAGES. THE BUMP CAUSED



ALL THE PACKAGES TO SCATTER AROUND HER. AS

HE WAS TRYING TO HELP HER PICK UP THE PACKAGES
SHE SAID, "O I HATE CHRISTMAS ANYHOW! IT TURNS
EVERYTHING UPSIDE DOWN,” LUCCOCK SAID TO HER,
“THAT IS JUST WHAT CHRISTMAS WAS MADE FOR.”

CHRISTMAS IS ABOUT A BABY, AND THAT IS A BABY'S
CHIEF BUSINESS, TURNING THINGS UPSIDE DOWN,

AS THOSE OF US WHO HAVE HAD CHILDREN KNOW, A
BABY RE-ARRANGES EVERYTHING HE OR SHE SEES,

FROM THE ORDER OF WHO'S IMPORTANT IN THE FAMILY,

TO THE DISHES ON THE TABLE. A BABY IN A FAMILY
DIVIDES TIME INTO TWO ERAS., JUST AS CHRISTMAS

DOES, THERE 1S B.C. WHICH MEANS “BEFORE CHILD,"”
AND A.D. WHICH MEANS “AFTER DELUGE,"”

THE CENTRAL TRUTH OF THE GOSPEL, OF THE COMING

OF CHRIST BEING BORN IN BETHLEHEM, IS THAT IT
TURNS EVERYTHING UPSIDE DOWN, THE UPSIDE OF

HEAVEN COMES DOWN TO EARTH,

THE CHRISTMAS STORY PUTS A NEW VALUE ON EVERY
PERSON, IT REMINDS EACH ONE OF US THAT WE TOO
ARE CHILDREN OF GoD. HUMAN BEINGS ARE NOT
THINGS TO BE USED. WE ARE NOT CHEMICAL
ACCIDENTS. EVERYONE IS A VIP, BECAUSE YOU HAVE
DIVINE WORTH., THERE IS NOT ONE HUMAN BEING

IN THE WORLD MORE IMPORTANT THAN ANY OTHER IN
GOD'S EYES.,

THE CHRISTMAS PERSPECTIVE IS GOOD NEWS IN A
WORLD OF BAD NEWS, IT IS LIGHT SHINING INTO



DARKNESS, AS THE GOSPEL OF JOHN PUTS IT: “THE

LIGHT SHINES IN THE DARKNESS AND THE DARKNESS
HAS NOT OVERCOME IT.” THE FURTHER TRUTH IS
THAT THE DARKNESS WILL NEVER OVERCOME THE LIGHT
OF THE WORLD,

THE CHRISTMAS PERSPECTIVE PUTS DOWN THE MIGHTY
THINGS IN A PERSON’S MIND, SUCH AS LOCATION

OR PLACE, RIGHTS, POWER, AND EXALTS THE THINGS
OF LOW DEGREE--HUMILITY, SIMPLICITY, AND TRUST,

THE STORY OF CHRISTMAS RE-ARRANGES EVERYTHING,
JESUS SAID, “IHE FIRST SHALL BE LAST AND THE

LAST FIRST.”

JESUS ALSO SAID, “BLESSED ARE THE MEEK, FOR

THEY SHALL INHERIT THE EARTH."” WE SAY, “BLESSED
ARE THE BOLD AND THE TOUGH, FOR THEY SHALL INHERIT
THE EARTH.”

JESUS SAID, “BLESSED ARE THE POOR IN SPIRIT,
FOR THEIRS IS THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN."” WE SAY,
“"BLESSED ARE THE RICH IN SPIRIT, OR THOSE WHO
ARE RICH IN ANY WAY, FOR THAT'S THE WAY TO GET

AHEAD IN THIS WORLD,”

JESUS SAID, "BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO MOURN, FOR
THEY SHALL BE COMFORTED.” WE SAY, “BLESSED
ARE THOSE WHO NEVER CRY., FOR CRYING SHOWS
WEAKNESS, AND WHO NEEDS COMFORT ANYWAY."”

JESUS SAID, “BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO HUNGER AND



THIRST FOR RIGHTEOUSNESS, FOR THEY SHALL BE
SATISFIED."” WE sSAY, "BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO
FORGET ABOUT RIGHTEOUSNESS, IT'S BETTER TO MAKE
DEALS, FOR AFTER ALL, THE END JUSTIFIES THE
MEANS, "

THE STORY OF CHRISTMAS TELLS US THAT GOD AND

GOD’S WORLD OPERATE IN A DIFFERENT FASHION THAN

WE OFTEN BELIEVE. CHRISTMAS TURNS THINGS UPSIDE
DOWN AND INSIDE OUT. IT GIVES US A NEW PERSPECTIVE
ON THE WORLD AND THE WAY GOD WORKS AMONG US,

THE CHRISTMAS STORY GIVES US A NEW PERSPECTIVE
ON OURSELVES AND OUR BASIC NATURE. IN COMING

TO KNOW JESUS WHO WAS BORN IN BETHLEHEM, WE

ALSO COME TO KNOW THAT THERE IS ANOTHER AND
QUITE EXTRAORDINARY PART OF US WHICH IS NEVER
ALTOGETHER AT HOME WITH THE EVERYDAY NECESSITIES
OF LIVING IN THIS WORLD--PAYING BILLS, GOING

TO WORK, WATCHING TELEVISION AND OTHER THINGS
WITH WHICH WE TRY TO FILL OUR LIVES.

BECAUSE OF CHRISTMAS, WE KNOW THAT THERE IS

MORE TO LIFE--THAT OUR LIVES ARE ALSO FILLED
WITH ETERNAL LONGINGS AND HUNGERS., WE CAN SENSE
THE DIVINE WITHIN US AND WITHIN OTHERS. WE

KNOW THAT WE ARE CONNECTED IN COUNTLESS WAYS

WITH EACH OTHER AND WITH ALL OF CREATION. WE

KNOW TOO THAT LIFE GOES ON IN A NEW WAY AFTER
THIS LIFE AND THAT OUR LIFE HERE AND NOW IS
ONLY A TINY BIT OF ETERNITY.
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WE ARE LIKE THE WILD DUCK IN KIERKEGAARD'S

PARABLE--THE WILD DUCK THAT DROPPED INTO A
FARMYARD FOR A MEAL OF CORN AND STAYED ON FOR
THE NEXT, THEN THE NEXT, UNTIL HE BECAME A TAME
DUCK, BUT EACH AUTUMN WHEN HIS FELLOW DUCKS
PASSED OVERHEAD IN THEIR MIGRATORY FLIGHT AND
CALLED TO HIM, THERE WAS A RESTLESSNESS DEEP
INSIDE OF HIM AND HE REMEMBERED WHO HE WAS AND
WHAT HE WAS MADE FOR., HE STIRRED AND STRETCHED
HIS WINGS, BUT HE NEVER LEFT THE GROUND,

CELEBRATING THE COMING OF CHRIST AT CHRISTMAS
IS SOMETHING LIKE THAT. IT HELPS US REMEMBER

WHO WE ARE AND THAT THERE IS FAR MORE IN US
THAN MEETS THE EYE AND THAT OUR DIGNITY AS HUMAN
BEINGS BEGINS AND ENDS WITH (GOD--INDEED THE
WHOLE CREATION IS HOLY BECAUSE GOD IS AMONG

JS AND WITHIN US. THAT'S THE CHRISTMAS
PERSPECTIVE. AMEN,




