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Most of us today, would accept that the birth narratives as told by Luke and Matthew are not literally or historically true. Mark, the earliest gospel writer makes no mention of Jesus’ birth and John writing much later, even if he was aware of the stories that were circulating in early Christian communities, chose to leave them out of his gospel. Besides, there are obvious discrepancies in the two narratives we have. It is interesting that apart from the gospels, the only other mention of events surrounding the birth of Jesus is to be found in the Koran and the Jewish Talmud. Myth and legend surround the birth of significant figures in all religious writings. The Jathaka stories of Buddhism have the Buddha being born of the virgin, Maya, after she was pierced by a mysterious white elephant. The birth of Mohammed is promised to his mother by an angel and the birth of Confucius was attended by angels.
Western society has invested a great deal of emotional capital and one can rightly add consumer expectations in the yearly celebration of Christmas. It has become identified with family and home, with peace and goodwill, with generosity and human love. But also, with big spending, eating, drinking and partying. The secular Christmas pageant is about the ‘Little Town of Bethlehem’, where the ‘Little Lord Jesus lay asleep in the hay’, while angels sang ‘glory to the new born king’, and rustic shepherds summoned to his cradle, leave their flocks and, three wise men from country far are led by a star that did both stop and stay where Jesus lay. The quintessence of many a fairy tale.
Should we therefore purge the gospels of these much loved stories? Marcion the 2nd c heretic was of the opinion that we should. You may be surprised to hear that the liberal biblical scholar and writer, Bs Shelby Spong, when asked the same question replied, “Absolutely not. These birth narratives are not only among the most beautiful parts of scripture but they are among the most profound. It is the beast of literalism that must be purged, so that the truth contained in these narratives can be rescued and heard afresh in our generation”.
“Telling the truth”, said Professor John Macquarie “is not the recital of facts”. It certainly wasn’t for the 1st c Jew and is not for many cultures today. For those of us in the West who live in a post-mythical age it is difficult to accept that myths convey profound truths with a forcefulness that cannot be matched by our everyday language. To say that the birth narratives are myths is not to relegate them to the realm of primitive superstition or fairy tale
Today, I wish to bring to our attention three unpleasant, yet challenging truths enshrined in the familiar birth narratives: truths which we tend to exclude in presenting the cozy, comfortable, peace and joy message; truths that do not sit comfortably with the secular Spirit of Christmas. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams in his Christmas message says, “The story of the first Christmas is the story of a series of completely unplanned, messy events”

1. Unplanned Pregnancy:  no big deal for many in our society but a devastating experience for a young Jewish woman, from the Galilean ‘bible belt’: betrothed to Joseph, yet under Jewish law not entitled to ‘conjugal rights’. It is not surprising that Joseph would want to break the engagement privately, in order to protect her from the inevitable shame and ignominy. In the myth God reverses the judgment of those who were poised to throw the first stone. He tells Joseph not to worry; to take Mary to be his wife. He has a plan for them. A plan to use as his instrument one whom society would reject.  
There are many in our world, in our communities who do not fit into the norms of society – gay couples, refugees, victims of drug abuse, those who are different because of race, colour, culture, sexual orientation or socio economic status. They run the risk of being ostracized, rejected, and marginalized on the basis of our individual beliefs, values and prejudices. You and I may not be overtly responsible but in subtle ways we would like them to be ‘put away’. We do not want a mosque in our neighbourhood (it could harbor terrorists), we support a petition against the building of housing commission houses in our estate (the residents will disturb our quiet life style, the value of our homes would go down), the proposed detention centre should not be close to suburbia; it should be located way out in no man’s land (these people are trouble makers).  It is so easy to feel threatened by those who are different.
God’s choice of a woman, pregnant out of wedlock, challenges our stereotypes and invites us to open our hearts and minds to all who are different, not just in doing charity at a distance, but also in the manner in which we welcome them into our daily lives.
2. The Murder of Innocents:  this event is discreetly left out of the traditional Christmas pageant and commemorated in our Lectionary rather quietly, 3 days later. Herod’s dastardly act was motivated by fear that the birth of one who was said to be the ‘king of the Jews’ would pose a threat to his position of power and authority. The myth highlights the extent to which we humans can go to eliminate, displace, to get rid of those whom we see as a threat; threat to our power, our authority, our control, our prestige, our security, our values and beliefs. It is easy to point the finger at political despots who eliminate their rivals, drug barons who gun down those who reveal their dark secrets, bikie gangs who do not hesitate to get rid of those who step out of line. However, closer to home we must be alert to the possibilities of promoting scandal to get rid of those we do not like, attributing malicious intent to those whom we see as competitors, of being the jealous spouse/lover whose suspicions can lead to acts of aggression, getting caught up in vindictive, revengeful behaviours, arising from family disputes over property and inheritance.

On this Christmas morning let us remind ourselves of some words of the pregnant Mary - “God has stretched out his mighty arm and scattered the proud with all their plans; he has brought down mighty kings from their thrones and lifted up the lowly” (Lk 1: 51f)
3.  No room in the Inn. Many a weary traveler has had the experience of turning up in a little town after a long day, only to be told there were no rooms. Under the circumstances Mary & Joseph had no option but to accept some space outside the Inn, in the manger. It was there that the Christ child was born. The Koran says Mary gave birth under the shade of a date palm tree; very appropriate in that part of the world. From the manger to the Cross Jesus confronted many who had no room in their lives for him. It is no different today. Many reject Jesus and the demands of discipleship, not out of conviction but because they have no room for him in their busy lives: too busy building bigger and better barns, sailing boats, travelling the world, competing for Olympic medals, striving to win lotto, even too busy doing the Lord’s work, that we have no time for the Lord.  We all know friends, relatives who are afraid to make that commitment because it would ask too much of them in terms of time and talents; others who are prepared to offer the crumbs, what is left over, what they can spare. (Man with juicy apple). I suspect that some of the increasingly popular syncretic ‘private spirituality’ enables some to enter into a comfortable compromise by keeping religion on the periphery of their lives but not at the centre.
On this Christmas morning we have made the effort to participate in worship, notwithstanding the busy day ahead, we have promoted goodwill in the greetings we have shared, family love and togetherness in gift giving and fellowship meals, shared from our bounty with those less fortunate in giving to the Christmas Bowl and other appeals. Will this leave us satisfied that we have done our Christian duty or will it mark for us a beginning of a major investment in Christian discipleship, will the Christ child be born in us anew? I wish to conclude by sharing some words from a most meaningful Christmas card we received.
Lord Jesus,

discarded by those who claim the 
higher ground.

Take your refuge in our midst

           for unrest is your story –

          Disturb our false gods of security and peace.

          Take charge of our lives –

          Make our endless evasions of truth cease

          (Roger Herft)
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