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The first chapter of Luke concludes with the birth of John the Baptist and his father’s song of praise and prophecy.  Chapter two begins the story of Jesus birth and it is a familiar story.  So familiar, that we may gloss over certain details.

For example, do you recall how Luke begins the story?  It is not the voice of God, not the song of angels, but the edict of the emperor.  Caesar Augustus degreed that all the empire should undergo a census.  Everyone, meaning all adult males, was to return with their families to their place of birth.  Joseph and Mary would travel from their home in Nazareth to Bethlehem, a trip of nearly seventy miles.  Luke does not tell us anything about that trip, but you can use your imagination as to Mary’s comfort level.  Late in her pregnancy, she would travel the 70 miles alternating between riding a pack animal and walking.

Then, as now, a census was about money and politics.  Today, local governments try to insure that everyone gets counted--even the transient—because federal money for schools and social work is often based on the count, and political power is at stake as the seats in the House of Representatives are apportioned.  For Caesar Augustus, a census was about identifying all those who should be paying taxes to Rome and also to impress upon the people that they were occupied by Rome and subject to the emperor’s orders.

So Mary and Joseph trudged to Bethlehem to be counted.    It is ironic that on the night Mary was to give birth, Joseph could not find a room for them and they bedded down in a stable.  They were in Bethlehem to be counted, but they were treated as if they did not count at all.

There are people in Luke’s story who truly did not count in Roman or Jewish eyes.  They are the shepherds, and Luke ends his story with them.  Animals were a source of wealth, but only to the people who owned them.  The shepherds in the field, the people who actually did the shepherding, well they were like the undocumented foreigners in our midst today—they did not count.  Shepherds were despised and disreputable.  They were barred from testifying in court—they were untrustworthy.  They had no legal rights in that society.  What little they made as shepherds was augmented by what they could steal.  Shepherds did not count and because of that they did not have to bother with the emperor’s census.  

It was the faithfulness of people who counted for little, or who did not count at all, that brings the glory of Christmas to fruition.  And their reward for faithfulness is hard to fathom.  Mary and Joseph endured scandal.  Mary lived long enough to see the child executed as a criminal.  And the shepherds gained no additional comfort or prosperity—they were back out in the fields away from respectable society.

Luke begins the story with the emperor.  If you or I were writing the story, we would have the Messiah born in a warm palace, surrounded by nurses and doctors, and with a fully stocked nursery available.  It is the Messiah after all, the expected King from the line of David, the Savior.  But the story does not unfold like that.  This story unfolds because of the faithfulness and the willingness of ordinary citizens—Mary and Joseph—and less than ordinary citizens—the shepherds—to hear the word of God, accept it, and follow it.

Each one of us likes to think we count for something, and we do.  But Christmas teaches us that God comes not in the accomplishments in which we take pride, but in the ordinary fabric of life—those times when we don’t count for very much or count for nothing at all.

Times when we count for nothing happen to us all.  Wealth and privilege do not protect us.  Those who follow football and the Redskins, think Albert Haynesworth and Donovan McNabb.  No one in this room is being paid millions not to play football, but we all have those times when we don’t count.  It happens in relationships when your spouse is determined to pursue a particular course regardless of your opinion.  It happens at work when a boss or co-worker takes action you think unwise.  It happens in families, when children ignore the counsel of parents.  It happens on the highway when that so and so cuts you off as if you were not there.  It happens in school when you do not get selected for the club or team.  And we have all been there in the past and we will all visit there again in the days to come.

When the world wants to make us believe that we are of little or no account, we remember that the birth of the Messiah, the coming of God, was to ordinary people of little account and announced to people who had no standing at all.  For them, and for us, a son is given.

We celebrate tonight because even when the road is fraught with bumps and hairpin turns, God is with us; visible in the fabric of everyday life, as close to us as this bread and wine when we commune.  God is with us, and nothing can sever that bond.

We have had days in the past when we felt we didn’t count for little and we will have more days like that in the future.  There have been days and there will be days when we will feel we count for less than zero.  But we do.  For unto us a child is born and because of that birth, we count, just like Mary, Joseph and the shepherds.
