
The Christmas Message 

Two thousand and eleven, or maybe thirteen, years ago – scholars are not sure 
when, exactly – probably sometime in April, a child was born, who was wrapped in 
swaddling clothes, and laid in a manger.  A child who, thirty years later, would begin 
a short three year career as an itinerant preacher, a religious reformer. Until the 
religious authorities took hold of him, and turned him over to the civil authorities, 
who executed him as a common criminal. 

And so his life ended, in abject failure, abandoned by almost all of his followers, or 
so it surely seemed at the time.  Unlike Moses, he never came to lead his people.  
Unlike Mohammed, he never established a religious empire.  And yet here we are, 
once again celebrating his birth. 

You don’t have to be a Christian to appreciate the beauty and truth of the message 
he preached.  In a way, I think that may have been because he was in life such a 
failure.  Moses was a success, who lead his people out of captivity.  But that meant 
Moses had to become a lawgiver, five whole books of the law, much of which seems 
so archaic and outdated today. 

You know, the parts about not eating shellfish.  Or not wearing clothing made from 
two materials.  The parts about the right ways to sacrifice animals.  The parts about 
stoning adulteresses to death.  And that creation story, beautiful poetry perhaps, but 
not very good science.  The laws Moses gave may have been just perfect for his 
place and time, but a lot of them don’t wear very well today. 

Same problem with Mohammed.  He and his immediate followers had a whole empire 
to govern, they were so successful.  But that too meant spelling out laws that again, 
may have been perfect for 13 centuries ago, but are hard for me to relate to today. 

Not that Christianity isn’t without its own issues.  Because once the Nazarene’s 
followers got their courage up, and started their own religion, and it got successful, 
they too had to start establishing official rules to follow and beliefs to adhere to.  And 
beliefs to fight over.  Belief to kill over.  Power corrupts, and religion appears to be 
no exception to the rule. 

But power never corrupted this religious reformer.  Maybe because he never had any 
power.  Or maybe because … well, you can believe whatever reason you want to.  
But for me, it doesn’t matter why. 

What does matter is his message.  Blessed are the meek.  When I was hungry, did 
you feed me?  Treat others as you would have others treat you.  Love your neighbor 
as you love yourself.  A simple message, pure and clean, untroubled by specific thou 
shalls and thou shall nots.  Because it was a message given not to a whole society, 
nor a whole empire, but personally, individually.  A message given directly to you.  A 
message meant directly for me. 

Not an easy message, as we all know.  Because no matter how much we strive, in 
our own ways, to follow that message, we all fall short.  But that’s OK, as long as we 
strive.  What’s important is that we continue to strive. 

So now it’s the Christmas season, a time to gather with friends and relations, with 
people with whom we have a history, and some of that history is not all good.  A 
time of joy, and a time of stress.  So here’s my suggestion.  Let’s try to remember 
that message, maybe just a little more than usual.  And with that message in your 
heart, may you have a Merry Christmas. 


