SUNDAY, JAN. 4, 1987

- "RETURNING FROM CHRISTMAS"
MATTHEW 2:1-12

MATTHEW 2:12 THEY DEPARTED TO THEIR OWN
COUNTRY BY ANOTHER WAY,

LUKE 2:20 AND THE SHEPHERDS RETURNED
GLORIFYING AND PRAISING GOD FOR ALL THEY
HAD SEEN AND HEARD, AS IT HAS BEEN TOLD
THEM.,

ELEVEN DAYS AGO IT WAS CHRISTMAS DAY, Now
THE CHRISTMAS TREES ARE DRIED OUT, AND MANY
OF THEM HAVE BEEN TAKEN DOWN AND THE DECOR-
ATIONS PUT AWAY FOR ANOTHER YEAR. SOME OF
THE GIFTS WE RECEIVED ARE ALMOST FORGOTTEN,
TOMORROW THE CHILDREN RETURN TO SCHOOL,
EARLIER THIS PAST WEEK, MANY OF US RETURNED
FROM VISITING RELATIVES. ALREADY THE BILLS
FOR THE THINGS WE CHARGED ARE STARTING TO
COME IN THE MAIL,

SOME PEOPLE BEGIN TO GET DEPRESSED AS
CHRISTMAS DRAWS NEAR. OTHERS GET DEPRESSED
RETURNING FROM CHRISTMAS AS THEY RETURN TO

THEIR REGULAR SCHEDULES,

- [ WOKE UP ON CHRISTMAS MORNING FEELING A
LITTLE LET-DOWN, IT HAD BEEN A GLORIOUS
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CHRISTMAS EVE HERE AT THE CHURCH. THREE
WORSHIP SERVICES AND ALL OF THEM FILLED
WITH HAPPY PEOPLE., THE 5:00 P.M. SERVICE
HAD THE WONDER OF COUNTLESS CHILDREN,

AND THEN THE SOFT CANDLELIGHT OF THE 8:00
SERVICE, FOLLOWED BY THE OVERFLOWING CROWDS
AND JOYOUS MuSIC OoF THE 11:00 ServICcE. It
WAS AN EVENING FILLED WITH THE JOY OF (GOD’S
COMING TO BE AMONG US.

THEN CAME CHRISTMAS MORNING. I READ THE
MORNING PAPER, AND THESE FACTS STARED ME

IN THE FACE., “IF THIS SEASON IS A TIME FOR
REDEDICATION TO PEACE ON EARTH, THE WORLD

APPEARS TO NEED IT MORE THAN EVER."”

# SoME 800 BILLION WORTH OF WEAPONS ARE
PRODUCED EACH YEAR AND ARE BEING EXPORTED

AROUND THE WORLD IN RECORD NUMBERS. MORE
THAN 1.4 MILLION SUPERPOWER TROOPS ARE

STATIONED IN 4/ COUNTRIES--AND ANOTHER
400,000 SOLDIERS OF VARIOUS OTHER NATIONS

ARE CURRENTLY FIGHTING IN FOREIGN LANDS.
[RONICALLY, THE UNITED NATIONS HAD DESIGNATED
1986 AS THE INTERNATIONAL YEAR OF PEACE.

¥ IN NORTHERN IRELAND, THE OUTLAWED IRISH
REPUBLICAN ARMY BEGAN ITS ANNUAL PRE-
CHRISTMAS BOMBING TERROR CAMPAIGN, WHILE

ARMED SOLDIERS PATROLLED BETHLEHEM, NOW
UNDER ISRAELI OCCUPATION.,
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* IN THE MARSHES, MOUNTAINS AND PLAINS
ALONG THE IRAN-IRAQ BORDER, AN ENTIRE
GENERATION--PERHAPS A MILLION MEN AND BOYS--
HAS BEEN SHOT, BOMBED, ROCKETED, GASSED OR
CONCUSSED TO DEATH IN A SEESAW WAR THAT HAS
BENEFITED NEITHER SIDE. THAT'S MORE
CASUALTIES THAN THE UNITED STATES SUFFERED
IN WORLD WAR II. IN FACT, ACCORDING TO
GRIM STATISTICS COLLECTED BY WORLD PRIORITIES,
A WASHINGTON BASED NON-PROFIT RESEARCH
ORGANIZATION, FOUR TIMES AS MANY WAR DEATHS

HAVE OCCURRED IN THE 40 YEARS SINCE WORLD
WAR II, THAN IN THE 40 YEARS PRECEDING IT.

* WORLD-WIDE THERE IS ONE SOLDIER PER 43

PEOPLE IN THE WORLD, AND ONE PHYSICIAN PER
1,030.

*¥ IN THE THIRD WORLD, MILITARY SPENDING
HAS INCREASED FIVEFOLD SINCE 1960, A PERIOD

IN WHICH INCOME AND LITERACY BARELY DOUBLED.

ONE REASON IS THAT THE UNITED STATES AND

THE SOVIET UNION ARE INCREASINGLY USING

ARMS SALES, RATHER THAN DEVELOPMENT AID

AS A TOOL OF FOREIGN POLICY. FOR EXAMPLE,
SOVIET DEVELOPMENTAL AID TO TWO OF ITS

PRIME MILITARY CLIENTS, SYRIA AND MOzZAMBIQUE

IS VIRTUALLY NON-EXISTENT. IN THE CURRENT
FISCAL YEAR, TWO-THIRDS OF THE 13.6 BILLION

U.S. FOREIGN AID BUDGET IS FOR MILITARY AND
SECURITY CONCERNS.
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AND THEN A FEW DAYS LATER
CHRISTMAS STORIES FROM THE

[ RE-READ THE
BIBLE, LUKE'S

ACCOUNT AND MATTHEW'’S STORY OF THE WISE MEN,

AND TWO STARTLING FACTS JU
| UKE SAID, "THE SHEPHERDS

MPED OUT AT ME.

RETURNED GLORIFYING

AND PRAISING GOD FOR ALL T

AEY HAD HEARD AND

SEEN, AS IT HAD BEEN TOLD THEM.”

FOR THE SHEPHERDS, JUST LI

AND I THOUGHT--THAT'S THE WAY TO RETURN FROM
CHRISTMAS--GLORIFYING AND PRAISING (GOD.

KE US, NOTHING

MUCH ELSE HAD CHANGED IN T

HEIR OUTSIDE

WORLD., THEY WENT BACK TO THE SAME WORK
OF WATCHING SHEEP., THE GROUND ON WHICH

THEY SLEPT WAS AS HARD AS EVER,; THE WEATHER

WAS JUST AS DISAGREEABLE AT TIMES AND THE
SHEPHERDS STILL HAD THEIR ARGUMENTS WITH

ONE ANOTHER,

AND MATTHEW TELLS US IN HIS STORY OF THE
WISE MEN THAT THEY "REJOICED EXCEEDINGLY,”
BUT THEY RETURNED HOME BY A DIFFERENT ROUTE,

HEROD HAVING SET UP A STAK
THEY KNEW THOUGH THAT THEI

EOUT FOR THEM,
R LIVES HAD BEEN

DISRUPTED BY A STRONGER FO

RCE.

AND IF YOU READ A LITTLE FURTHER IN MATTHEW’S
GOSPEL, YOU DISCOVER THAT MARY, JOSEPH AND

THE BABY JESUS HAD TO FLEE

TO EGYPT AFTER

CHRISTMAS AS REFUGEES, BECAUSE HEROD WAS
DETERMINED TO KILL THE BABY, AND IN A RAGE

KILLED ALL THE MALE CHILDR
b,

EN IN BETHELEM



AND IN ALL THAT REGION WHO WERE TWO YEARS
OLD OR UNDER,

SO OUR RETURNING FROM CHRISTMAS IS NOT THAT
MUCH DIFFERENT THAN IT HAS EVER BEEN, AND
IN SPITE OF OUR PERSONAL PROBLEMS AND THE
WORLD'S PROBLEMS, THE WAY TO RETURN FROM
CHRISTMAS IS TO DO WHAT THE SHEPHERDS DID;
THEY RETURNED “GLORIFYING AND PRAISING GOD,
FOR ALL THEY HAD HEARD AND SEEN, AS IT HAD
BEEN TOLD THEM."”

FOR AT THE VERY CENTER OF CHRISTMAS SOMETHING
1AS TAKEN PLACE THAT CAN NEVER BE REVERSED.

G0D HAS COME TO BE AMONG US IN A NEW AND
PERSONAL WAY. THE LOVE OF GOD BECAME A
HUMAN BEING AND LIVES AMONG. US. THE

CHRISTMAS STORY IS ABOUT (GOD SAYING TO THE
WORLD AND TO EACH ONE OF uUs--“I LOVE You,

['"VE ALWAYS LOVED YOU SINCE THE BEGINNING

OF CREATION, AND EVEN MORE THAN THAT, [ WILL
LOVE YOU FOREVER.” AND THAT LOVE IS STRONGER
THAN ANY FORCE WE CREATE,

NO WONDER THE SHEPHERDS RETURNED FROM
CHRISTMAS GLORIFYING AND PRAISING GoD. No
WONDER THE WISE MEN WHO DID NOT KNOW ANY-
THING OF THE PROPHECIES, “REJOICED EXCEED-

INGLY.” NO WONDER THE WISE MEN WENT HOME
BY ANOTHER WAY.




WE CAN RETURN FROM CHRISTMAS WITH THE KNOW-
LEDGE THAT EVEN THOUGH EVERYTHING SEEMS THE
SAME, NOTHING IS THE SAME ANY MORE,

IN 1863, WHEN THIS NATION WAS TORN ASUNDER
BY THE CIvIiL WAR, HENRY WADSWORTH LONG-
FELLOW BROODED OVER THE CHASM THAT SEEMED

TO EXIST BETWEEN THE STORY OF CHRISTMAS

AND THE CONDITION OF THE WORLD, THEN

TAKING UP HIS PEN HE BEGAN TO WRITE A POEM
ON CHRISTMAS, ONE WHICH MOVES FROM PESSIMISM
AND DESPAIR TO THAT JOY AND THE SONG OF THE
ANGELS,

[ HEARD THE BELLS ON CHRISTMAS DAY, THEIR
OLD FAMILIAR CAROLS PLAY, AND WILD AND
SWEET, THE WORDS REPEAT, OF PEACE ON EARTH,
GOOD WILL TO MEN,

AND IN DESPAIR, I BOWED MY HEAD; THERE IS
NO PEACE ON EARTH [ SAID, FOR HATE IS
STRONG, AND MOCKS THE SONG, OF PEACE ON
EARTH, GOOD WILL TO MEN,

THEN PEALED THE BELLS MORE LOUD AND DEEP,
GOD IS NOT DEAD, NOR DOTH GOD SLEEP. THE
WRONG SHALL FAIL, THE RIGHT PREVAIL, WITH
PEACE ON EARTH GOOD WILL TO MEN.,

AMEN .



