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	In this Advent series of messages, we’ve been drawing on a book called The First Christmas by the biblical scholars Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan. So let’s start with an illustration that they use to help explain the difference between context and background.
	You go to have a portrait taken. At the photographer’s office, she shows you a rear-projection screen and a computerized projector with a hundred possible scenes. “What background,” she asks, “do you want for your photograph? You can have a beach, a forest, a mountain, a glacier; you can have the White House, the Eiffel Tower, the Pyramids or the Taj Mahal.” These scenes are mere background, which means that they will in no way interact with you. You will not be warm in front of a sunny beach as background, but you could get third-degree burns from one in context. You will not be cold in front of an icy glacier as background, but you could die of hypothermia from one as context. In other words, context interacts with you and so changes you even as you change it.
	The authors’ point is that when we look at the situation out of which the Gospels grew, including the stories of Jesus’ birth, we do that not just so we can locate the story in history, like on a timeline. Rather, understanding the social and political context of the Nativity stories infuses them with a richer meaning. The holy birth didn’t happen in a vacuum. Its import, its meaning for the world, had particular resonance in that society, that time, that place. 
There was a reason God chose to send God’s Son at that point in history, to that people, in that political situation. In idle times I’ve often wondered why God chose that time to send the Messiah. This was not a culture with widespread literacy; people didn’t write things down much. And so the records we have of Jesus’ life are fraught with peril; they’re incomplete, they’re inconsistent with each other, they pose problems of interpretation and situation that challenge us today as we try to stay true to the Gospel message. Why didn’t God choose a time after the printing press was invented, if not after the Internet? If God’s intention was to enable our salvation and make sure we knew about it and got it straight, why choose what seems now like a primitive culture, the ancient Near East and the year zero? 
	Alas, that question has to be a rhetorical one. Paul says that God sent God’s Son “in the fullness of time,” a fancy way of saying that when God was good and ready, God made it happen. Why then and there? We may never know.
	But we do know something about the world in which Mary and Joseph lived. And what we know is that grinding beneath the surface of that world, like the tectonic plates of the Earth’s crust, were two kingdoms in conflict: the kingdom of Rome and the kingdom of God. Borg and Crossan characterize this idea of a kingdom as “a mode of economic distribution, a type of human organization, and a style of world order, social justice and global peace.” These were competing visions of how human beings ordered and oriented their lives.
	First, the imperial kingdom of Rome. This was, of course, one of the greatest imperial powers of all time. That power came in the form of military might; at the time of Jesus’ birth, Rome had 28 legions, each with five to six thousand soldiers. Rome’s power was economic, in dominance of trade and commerce. It was political power, in which the best leaders of colonized provinces were brought into the governing system, co-opting them for the emperor’s purposes. 
	And Rome held ideological power, asserting control of how people understood the meaning of their lives. As we said last week, the emperor Caesar Augustus was worshiped as divine; his titles included Son of God, Lord, Redeemer, Liberator and Savior of the World. Sound familiar? The human being Augustus was seen as God incarnate. He got that way because he prevailed in a civil war and saved the Roman Empire, defeating Marc Antony in an epic battle on the Ionian Sea northwest of Greece. Borg and Crossan write: “For Augustus and for Rome it was always about peace, but always about peace through victory, peace through war, peace through violence.” 
	That’s the kingdom of Rome – the military, economic, political and ideological world into which Jesus was born. But as we said, another kingdom was at work, another tectonic plate grinding away: the kingdom of God. 
	This kingdom reflects a theme in Judaism about the final chapter of history – not the destruction of the world, but its transfiguration; not the end of the world, but the end of evil, injustice, violence – and imperialism. It’s the Great Divine Cleanup of the World. 
	In the Hebrew Scriptures, the prophetic book of Daniel lays out a vision for how that cleanup was to happen. The final kingdom of earth, in that book, is symbolized by what the prophet calls “a son of man” come from heaven. “To him was given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples, nations and languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingship is one that shall never be destroyed.” That’s what the prophet says about this “son of man.” His kingdom is human society, perfected and godly – the final destination of all humankind. One vision of that society – not from the Bible, but from a Jewish book of prophecies called the Sibylline Oracles – said it would be like this:
	“The earth will belong equally to all, undivided by walls or fences. It will then bear more abundant fruits spontaneously. Lives will be in common and wealth will have no division. (No 1 percent and 99 percent in this vision.) For there will be no poor man there, no rich, and no tyrant, no slave. Further, no one will be either great or small anymore. No kings, no leaders. All will be on a par together.”
	So that’s one compelling vision of the kingdom of God. How is it different from the kingdom of Rome? Both of these kingdoms are about peace. The difference is about how humankind gets there.
	Remember we said that the kingdom of Rome was about peace through victory. The kingdom of God, by contrast, is about peace through justice. The kingdom of Rome achieves peace through violence; the kingdom of God, through non-violence. 
And in that society, those tectonic plates kept grinding against one another. Faithful Jews, although they lived under the yoke of the Roman Empire, would have held fast to this vision of the kingdom of God. But their scholars would have seen in the Hebrew Scriptures two very different ideas of how it would come about, specifically what would happen to the Gentiles – those outside the community of faith, namely the Romans.
	One answer was that they would be wiped out in a great final battle. The prophet Micah has God vow vengeance on the enemies of Israel; the book of Revelation speaks of blood flowing “as high as a horse’s bridle, for a distance of 200 miles.” 
	But a competing answer is that the Gentiles would be converted, not to Judaism, but to worship the God of justice and peace. And it’s here that our scripture from Isaiah gives a hopeful scenario, the one that is engraved on a wall at the United Nations building in New York City: “They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” Isaiah goes on to describe a great feast, with the very best food and drink, “for all peoples.” And death, the prophet says, will disappear forever.
	So these are two very different scenarios – rivers of blood versus peace and banquets. Faithful Jews, waiting for a Messiah, a savior, would be wondering: Which scenario would he enact? When Luke’s angels announce “peace on earth” to the shepherds outside Bethlehem, is it peace through victory or peace through justice?
	This is the tension in the Nativity stories. You can see it even in the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ ministry – you see the disciples thinking, The Messiah is here; isn’t it about time for the armed revolt? Like the first hearers of the Nativity stories, they were caught between these two competing visions of how the kingdom of God would come about.
	It’s a tension that continues even today. Popular literature imagines a bloody final battle of Armageddon and a vengeful Christ swinging a terrible swift sword. And yet we have this competing vision of a transformation of the world brought about by Christ the suffering servant, who washes the disciples’ feet and submits to a terrible death for your soul and for mine.
It’s a tension that forces us, as we come once again to the story of the holy Child born in a stable, to ask ourselves: Peace through victory? Or peace through justice? Which Jesus is our Christ? Who is it, really, lying there in a cradle of hay?
	Amen.
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