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	Here’s a story you may have heard. It was making the rounds last year, when, if you remember, the government was in the midst of collecting census data.
	There was a woman who lived with her grown son, who had developmental disabilities but could be left alone at home for periods of time. This woman was at the supermarket one day when she got a call from her son.
	“Mom,” he said, “come quick! I caught a troll!”
	Don’t be ridiculous, she said, and she hung up and kept on shopping. But as she thought about this, she started to get worried, so she left her grocery cart in the middle of the store and rushed home.
	“The troll is in the closet!” her son said. “But don’t worry, I fed him some Skittles.”
	What in the world? this mother is thinking. And she opened the closet, and there stands a very small man – a midget – holding a clipboard of U.S. Census forms. This woman’s son – he must have heard the story of the Three Billy Goats Gruff – had indeed bagged himself a troll. 
	That’s a great story, isn’t it? I personally heard this story from my mom, who heard it from my sister, who heard it from someone who swore he had personal knowledge of this situation. I even told the story to our Knitting for Peace group that Thursday.
	But here’s the thing: This troll-napping never happened. The Web site Snopes.com, a reliable source for debunking rumors, says the story is a variation on a couple of other urban legends that keep popping up, including one about a penguin smuggled home from the zoo. 
	What’s interesting, though, is that even though the facts aren’t historically accurate, the story says something very true. It reflects deep suspicions among some Americans about the federal government. Never mind that the Constitution specifies that the government has to conduct a census every 10 years – for some Americans, it’s a sign of government intrusiveness, and they weren’t going to have any part of it. Compliance rates with the Census were the lowest last year that they’ve ever been. There’s a lot of mistrust out there. 
	Luke the Evangelist tells of a census, too. It’s an important part of his account of Jesus’ birth. The Roman emperor Augustus, he says, decreed that everyone in the empire must travel to the town of their birth and be counted. So Luke says that Joseph, who was living in Nazareth, made the 70-mile trip to Bethlehem, a long haul on foot and donkey, and he took the pregnant Mary with him. And so it was in Bethlehem, of course, that Jesus the Christ was born.
	This is a beloved story of our faith, and we share this story every December. But like the story of the census-taking troll, it is factually suspect. In reality, as a piece of history, it’s not factual at all.
	Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan point out that no other historical record exists of such a census. It would have been hugely disruptive and simply made no sense. Think of it in our own society – would a rational government require that you fly to Indiana or wherever you were born to stand up and be counted? In fact, the Romans did conduct a census for tax purposes. The census-takers came to people’s homes, and it was a crime to be absent. “You were counted where you lived, worked and paid your taxes,” the authors say. “What is described by Luke … would have been, then or now, a geographical impossibility, a bureaucratic nightmare and a fiscal disaster.”
	Now, as the politicians say, let me be clear. I am not calling this beloved piece of scripture “untrue.” In fact, it’s quite the opposite. I’m saying that Luke’s account of the circumstances surrounding Jesus’ birth is more true than simple history could ever convey. Luke is saying important things about this holy Child, things that no book of history could ever capture. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	So what is Luke doing in these seven verses? In the Gospel of Matthew, Joseph and Mary are living in Bethlehem; but Luke has to get them there, and he chooses this census to do that. 
And why is it so important that Jesus is born in Bethlehem? Because another great leader of the Jewish faith was born in Bethlehem. As the angels say when they’re proclaiming Jesus’ birth, Bethlehem is the city of David. David, Israel’s greatest and most beloved king. You remember that as a shepherd boy, David defeated the mighty Goliath. He was a warrior, a musician and a poet, traditionally credited with composing many of the Psalms. A thousand years before Christ, when he was just 30 years old, he was anointed king over the united kingdom of Israel and Judah. He wasn’t perfect – there was an adulterous affair, and God punished him severely. But his 40-year reign is a cornerstone of Hebrew faith and culture. And for Luke, as the Gospel writers struggled to discern and express the true significance of this baby born in Bethlehem, Jesus was the new David. 
We said last week that the people had two competing ideas of what the Messiah would be like. Some said he would be a warrior who would lead them in revolt against the Roman occupiers of their sacred nation. Others expected a non-violent Savior, one who would bring peace through transformation instead of destruction.
	The default position was the model of David, the warrior king. But, of course, the Jesus who comes not as a warrior but as a newborn child, the Jesus who would submit willingly to crucifixion, that Jesus does not fit the model of the warrior king. Instead, Borg and Crossan say that a significant segment of the Jewish population, as they interacted with Jesus during his public work, changed their understanding of what it means to be a warrior king like David. For some Jews, the authors say, Jesus was a non-violent Davidic Messiah. He would fulfill all the promises made in the scriptures for the Messiah who would come as a descendant of David – but he would do it in his own way, a way of peace through non-violence.
	And so Luke is writing a prologue here to the story of Jesus’ years of ministry. By establishing Jesus as a member of David’s lineage – and remember, Jesus needed to be born in Bethlehem to cement those credentials – Luke sets up some expectations that Jesus goes on to contravene. Here indeed is the new David – only he’s unlike the first David in important ways. He has to be, because he’s ushering in a new way of being in relationship with God. Jesus becomes both the point of continuity with Israel’s past and its new vision for the future.
	I want to close with a word about the manger where Luke says the holy Child was born. Borg and Crossan say that the travelers’ inns of that day were gated structures built around a central courtyard for the animals. Closest to the courtyard, there were covered rooms without doors from which people could keep an eye on their animals. Toward the back were regular closed rooms with doors. 
	When Luke imagines a Bethlehem crowded with travelers there for the census count, he’s painting a picture. All the closed and private rooms were taken, and so were all the semi-private rooms around the open courtyard where the animals were kept. And so it’s in that open courtyard, among the sheep and cows, that Mary delivers her Child, and lays him in a manger, a feeding trough, that serves as his first cradle.
	It’s no wonder that Luke has the angels reveal this wondrous news first to some nearby shepherds. A descendant of the beloved King David, heir to David’s spiritual mantle, has been born – not in a palace, not even in privacy, but in absolutely humble circumstances and out in the open for all to see. 
And it’s no wonder the shepherds were amazed. A king born in a stable – it just didn’t compute. From the get-go they wrestle with the idea of God in human form, the new David not on a white horse but there amid the mud and the straw, the earthy stuff of their own humble lives. They have to wrap their heads around this idea. And every year, maybe especially in the season of Advent, so do we. 
O come, let us adore him. Amen.

