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The Birth of Hope

Please pray with me: God of life and love, thank you for the birth of your Son Jesus, who is the hope and the future of the world. Please let him be born in us this night. Amen.

Christmas is one of those holidays so thick with memories, and no small amount of nostalgia for the past gone by. Putting up the Christmas tree lights this year I could hear my dad cursing at the old lights he tried to fix every year and was always too cheap to replace, for all of 99 cents. I hear the voices of Bing Crosby and Nat King Cole on my parents’ 8-track record player, the vinyl version of which would always skip in the song “A White Christmas” right at the place where Bing sang “and folks dressed up like Eskimos, ‘mos, ‘mos…”—which my sister and I would mimick mercilessly to our weary parents. 

The feeling of deep and overwhelming privilege to be standing watch over Mary and her newborn Jesus in my fake beard and oversized bathrobe that the church used in its pageant—feeling at that moment completely helpless as Joseph must have felt but proud and strong as only an innocent boy can feel, overjoyed to be part of such a silent and holy night. 

The taste of slightly stale M&M’s, their chocolate crust extra crunchy from being out since Thanksgiving I suppose, which my sister and I and crazy fun uncle Charlie would sneak from my grandparents’ table before dinner Christmas eve. And then the sight of those presents on Christmas day—the blood sweat and tears of my parents—wrapped up beautifully, swelling out from under the tree.

But then there came a year when the lights didn’t seem to shine as bright, when the presents didn’t get wrapped in time, when close family moved away for one reason or another. I was too young to articulate it, but I knew and felt in my gut that all was not right in my family, and all was not right in the world. It was a loss of true innocence as only a child can have, but even more it was a loss of precious ignorance, and I grieved as only a child can.

It seems every Christmas season we are pushed through a cycle of being sold the most beautiful ghost of Christmas past we could ever want—full of innocence and ignorance galore--and then at some painful point we have to lose it all over again, crash back down to reality. Without the help of Disney and stores that put the magic together so wonderfully with colors and fabrics and lights and displays, we are left alone in our search for the kernel of hope that might actually endure. We know it in our guts: we need a hope that will last through the entirety of the new year ahead, through the entirety of our complicated lives. 

It’s been my experience that when the illusion of Christmas past dies, as difficult and painful as it always is, it’s right at that moment that a lasting hope can be born in us again. Whether it happens because we’re exhausted, or broke, or cynical from how empty we feel—it doesn’t matter how: when the artificial excitement wears off, the real hope is born and begins to grow in us. 

There was no glamorous illusion of Christmas past when Joseph and his very pregnant fiancee Mary traveled the old-fashioned way to Bethlehem to register so that the emperor could more accurately tax all the people. Nor was there any dream of a white Christmas when they were told that no one would make room for the pregnant lady inside the inn, so they’d have to stay in the barn outside.

But right there, in the ordinary struggle for existence that we all know and feel: unfamiliar territory, an uncertain future that’s out of their control; missing their closest family and friends, longing to be back home again warm and safe, wondering how their lives will be changed and knowing they’re about to change forever; wishing for a healthy future for themselves and their country. Right there, in the midst of the ordinary fears and longings and complexities of life, God enters in. In fact, it’s no small miracle that God chooses to enter not ignorant at all but fully aware of our loneliness, our struggles, and the violence that seems to hold all the power in our world right now.

There in the manger heaven and earth converge; God’s future kingdom enters the present; human souls are shaken up, torn apart, and healed. Heaven bends toward earth and the earth trembles. Hope enters in even where there was thought to be no room for it. 

I recently read a definition of hope that caused me to stop and think. The writer described a big difference between optimism and hope. Optimism, he writes, is basic cause and effect thinking: because we do or say something, we can be optimistic that certain results will follow. Optimism is based on past and present information leading to the future. 

Hope, on the other hand, works the other way around. It does not emerge from what was or is; it comes from what is not yet and makes itself available to us. We don’t extrapolate it; God promises it. Hope is based on God’s coming into our darkness and dispelling it with holy light. Hope is real, but it comes to us from beyond our grasp—as sheer gift.

Tonight is about God choosing to enter the world not through a cold hard commandment, not through the passionate words of a prophet, but through a human womb the way every human life has ever entered the world. God comes as a small, quiet, intimate gift of love in the birth of a child. His life is as tenuous, precious, and fleeting as any human life is. Notice there is no angry fist coming down from the sky to punish humanity’s rebellion and destructive tendencies—in fact, there is no show of force at all in the way we might expect from the great Lord of Hosts. Jesus enters the way he leaves: quietly, vulnerable, gentle as a newborn babe. 

The power of God in that little child is the power not to punish with force but to save our souls. God knows the only way to save is to come all the way into the depths of our humanness, and heal us from the inside out—and that’s exactly what he does. Into our world, our nation, our relationships, our psyches, our bodies—bones, tissue, and blood cells--God seeks to enter in and bring new life. But not with force or any violence—no. Small and gentle but with potential to grow into something life-giving, something good, God seeks room to be born in you.

The hope worth hoping for that’s better than any wrapped package, any memory of Christmas past, any illusion of the perfect tree with the perfect ornaments and a perfect yule log with a perfect family around it—the real thing is that God has come to the world in love—humble, vulnerable, weak love in the birth of a child. God has chosen to love us with all the risk and vulnerability and heartbreak that true love requires. Behold the majesty of God lying in a manger. In a child, in a healer, on the Cross, in an empty tomb, God keeps on giving us love, and calling love out of us. 

To be able to love, to have love planted in your heart, to have love called out of you, is to be alive. That is the HOPE that will endure not just for the moment but for our whole lives and for all eternity. Draw from this hope’s nourishing waters as much as you need, and don’t be shy. Bathe in it, swim in it, play in it, rejoice in it. Let it hold your weight, give you rest, buoy you up. Take the bread, take the wine, take the Word, take the fellowship—let God enter in and make you alive—full of love, and fully able to love. Our hope has been born in Bethlehem, and seeks to be born in you. Let him in. Let him in.
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