Luke 2:21-40

21After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb. 22When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23(as it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord”), 24and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, “a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.” 

25Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this man was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him. 26It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law, 28Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying, 29“Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word; 30for my eyes have seen your salvation, 31which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, 32a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” 33And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him. 34Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed 35so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too.” 36There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, 37then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day. 38At that moment she came, and began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem. 39When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. 40The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him. 

Isaiah 64:1-4

1O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your presence— 2as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil— to make your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might tremble at your presence! 3When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect, you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence. 4From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who works for those who wait for him. 

The Jesus I Never Knew:  The Jewish Messiah
When I was a young person, a man named J. B. Phillips wrote a book entitled, “Your God Is Too Small.”  The main point was that humans tend to fashion God in their own image.  We try to put God into a box where we can understand Him, where we feel like we have a handle on Him, where we can say, “OK, this is what God is like.”
My brother, sister, and I recently held a 90th birthday party for my mom.  It was just for the family, but she knew there was no way my children, who live in Germany and Oregon, could attend.  In fact, she didn’t even invite them; she just told them she was sorry they couldn’t come.  Many of you know that we were able to get them there along with our two grandchildren from Germany.  When we arrived at my mom’s house we left the grandchildren and great-grandchildren in the garage and invited my mom out to “see her birthday surprise.”  Well, she was surprised all right!   In fact, it was almost too much for her.  Later, she told us that she loved having them all there, but she didn’t want any more surprises.  She said that she was just too old for surprises.
And that’s the way we can be with our relationship with God, especially those of us who have been Christians for a good long while.  We can become comfortable with whom we know God to be.  We really don’t expect any surprises.  And we might not even want any surprises.  Surprises can be uncomfortable; they bring us out of our comfort zones.
But let me tell you: like it or not, our God is the God of surprises.  And we will never be so old that we have God figured out.  We can always continue to grow in relationship.  And we can always find new ways to serve him.  If we have eyes to see and ears to hear, God will continually move in our lives in surprising ways, and God will continually call us out of our comfort zones.
And the same things can be said about our relationship with Jesus, again especially those of us who have been Christians for a good long while.  I suspect that few, if any, of us routinely analyze and challenge our own assumptions and beliefs.  In fact, for the same reasons I’ve already mentioned, we might find that doing so isn’t really a pleasant experience, because it can get us out of our comfort zone.  Yet most likely our understanding of just who Jesus is is incomplete at best and can even be warped in ways.  And I’m including myself in that statement.  I’m certainly not claiming to have the definitive, total picture of who Jesus is.  I don’t think anyone has that.  That’s why Bible studies are so important.  We need each other to grow in our understanding.
And that’s why I appreciate Philip Yancey’s book, “The Jesus I Never Knew.”  Yancey is an award-winning Christian journalist and author who has written on a variety of subjects.  I’ve read several of his books, and I always appreciate his insightful and balanced approach.  I would commend his books to you.  I believe you’ll find them to be very readable, and they always give plenty of things to consider.
“The Jesus I Never Knew” presents Jesus’ life and ministry within the context of his first century culture.  Understanding the cultural pressures that were taking place does help us to better understand Jesus’ words and actions.  After writing the book, Yancey stated that: “Jesus has rocked my own preconceptions and has made me ask hard questions about why those of us who bear his name don’t do a better job of following him.”

The book begins with a summary of the different images of Jesus Yancey had encountered through the years: from a painting of Jesus holding a cuddly little lamb to one of a cosmic Christ with his arms outstretched superimposed over the United Nations building, from those who speak of having a personal relationship and actually hear Jesus speaking to them to those with a liberation theology that place Jesus squarely in the camp of armed revolutionaries.

Perhaps your image is one or more of these, but it’s also likely very different in ways.  Maybe it’s the Good Shepherd who calmly and serenely promises to take care of his sheep.  But some seem to think Jesus is more like Superman: a strange visitor from the heavens who fights a never-ending battle for truth, justice, and the American way.  There are good reasons for the confusion, however, because a different image of Jesus is cast, depending on which passage of Scripture is focused on.  
Yancey states that to really understand Jesus’ story, we must do so like anyone else’s: by learning something of his culture, family, and background.  That Jesus was a Jew isn’t new news, but likely we don’t tend to dwell on or keep that fact in mind as we read the Gospels.  And yet his Jewishness was a fundamental part of who Jesus was, a fact which surfaces throughout.  For instance, we heard in our Gospel reading this morning: Jesus was ritually circumcised in the temple, as his parents made the requisite sacrifice.  And the one scene from Jesus’ childhood in the Gospels shows his family attending a religious festival in Jerusalem, several days’ journey from their home.  As an adult, Jesus worshipped in the synagogue and temple, followed Jewish customs, and spoke in terms his fellow Jews would understand.  So to better understand Jesus’ setting, let’s take a quick look at some of the more important cultural issues of Jesus’ day.
To begin with, it’s impossible to exaggerate the importance of the word, Messiah, among faithful Jews.  Every Hebrew prophet had taught that someday God would install his kingdom on earth, that an heir of King David would assume an everlasting reign.  And for the most part, as incredible as it might seem, the Jewish people interpreted this to mean that their tiny province, wedged in among the great powers of the world, would produce a worldwide ruler.  They awaited the king who would come to lead their nation back to the glory they had once experienced under King David and his son, King Solomon.  That’s why rumors about the “Son of David,” so inflamed Jewish hopes.
The political setting of first century Israel played a crucial and on-going influence on the events that would transpire.  Of course, they were part of the Roman Empire, a deep thorn in the side of this independent and freedom-loving people.  Because of their belief in the one God of Abraham, they were considered atheists by the Romans who believed in many gods, a fact that caused continual tension and strife.

The plight of the Jewish leaders was similar to the Russian churches under Stalin.  They could either cooperate, which meant submitting to government interference, or they could go their own way, which meant harsh persecution.  In response, different parties followed different paths of collaboration or separatism.  These were the parties who followed Jesus around, listening to and testing him.
The Essenes were the most separate of all.  They were pacifists who withdrew into monkish communities in the caves of the barren desert.  They were deeply religious and devoted themselves to purity, hoping that their faithfulness would encourage the advent of the Messiah.  It’s this group that was responsible for what we call the Dead Sea Scrolls, ancient copies of the Hebrew Scriptures and other religious writings that they secreted into their caves and were found centuries later.  Zealots were also separatists, but they advocated armed revolt to throw out the impure foreigners.

Other groups collaborated with the Romans.  The most blatant of these were the Sadducees.  I once heard where these folks got their name.  They were a humanistic bunch who didn’t believe in divine intervention on earth or an afterlife, so they were sad, you see.  
 Actually, these folks tried to live life to the fullest: eat, drink, and be merry because when you’re gone, you’re gone.  And they had no qualms about cooperating with whoever was in power, if it meant furthering their interests.  It was this group that had the most to lose from any threat to the status quo.
Pharisees were the popular party of the middle class, who often found themselves on the fence vacillating between separatism and collaboration.  They were a legalistic bunch and treated those Jews who didn’t obey tradition as Gentiles, shutting them out of the life of the community.  Pharisees did suffer their share of persecution and passionately believed in the coming Messiah.

But for all of their differences, each of these groups shared one goal: to preserve what was distinctively Jewish, no matter what.  And Jesus represented a threat to that goal.  The Jews had effectively erected a fence around their culture in hopes of saving their tiny nation of high ideals from the pagans around them, waiting for the Messiah who would liberate them from Rome just as God had once liberated them from Egypt.  Rather than promoting that goal, however, it seemed like Jesus wanted to tear the fence down, as we hear in his derogatory statements about legalism, Sabbath-keeping, the temple, even family values: 
“If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters . . . he cannot be my disciple.”
During Jesus’ lifetime, revolt was in the air.  Pseudo-messiahs periodically emerged to lead rebellions, only to be crushed in ruthless crackdowns.  For instance, a prophet known as “the Egyptian” attracted multitudes into the wilderness where he proclaimed that at his command the walls for Jerusalem would fall.  However, the Roman governor sent a detachment of soldiers after them and killed 4000 of these rebels.  Later, another report spread that the long-awaited prophet had turned up in the desert, and crowds flocked to see a wild man dressed in camel skin.  “I am not the Messiah,” insisted John the Baptist, who proceeded to raise hopes even higher by speaking in exalted terms of one who would soon appear.

Although Jesus was very much a Jew, a strange reversal occurred within a few generations after Jesus’ life.  With rare exceptions, Jews stopped following him and the church became completely Gentile. The main reason was likely that Jesus failed to meet the expectations of their coming Messiah.  The facts just didn’t seem to add up for the members of Jesus’ own race: a Messiah who died at the age of 33, with a nation that went downhill after its Savior’s death, and a world that grew more fractured, not less.
We read in our Old Testament lesson Isaiah’s cry that God would:
tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your presence . . . the nations might tremble at your presence

Yet, to be honest, when Jesus arrived on the scene, neither the mountains trembled nor the nations quaked.  Jesus didn’t come close to satisfying the lavish hopes of the Jews.  In fact, the opposite happened: within a generation, Roman soldiers had razed Jerusalem to the ground.

Throughout the book, Yancey contrasts prevailing views and common misconceptions with the reality of the biblical situation, and he begins at the very beginning: with Jesus’ birth.  Of course, just coming out of the Christmas season, some of the issues are fresh in our minds.  Most Christian Christmas cards, and even Christmas carols and artwork depicting the birth of the Christ-child, typically portray a calm and peaceful scene in the stable, with the cattle gently lowing, the holy mother and child with halos in loving embrace, while the father looks admiringly on.  The scene is one of unruffled serenity.  Our mellow, domesticated holiday purges any hint of scandal, and above all, any reminder of how the story that began at Bethlehem turned out at Calvary.

Yancey states that it’s probably a good thing to honor such a sacred holiday with the homey sentiments of love, goodwill, and happiness, yet when we turn to the Scriptures, a very different tone is heard: mainly one of disruption at work.  To begin, Mary and Joseph must face the shame and derision of family and neighbors.  The law regarding a betrothed woman who becomes pregnant labeled her as an adulteress, subject to death by stoning.  Since a male head of household would have sufficed for the Roman census, Yancey asks, “did Joseph drag his pregnant wife along to Bethlehem in order to spare her the humiliation and disgrace of childbirth in her home village?”
Throughout the story of the nativity and the events that follow, only the old man Simeon, as we heard in our Gospel Lesson, seems to grasp the mysterious nature of what God has set in motion.  He immediately recognized the baby as the Messiah and instinctively understood that conflict would surely follow:
“This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed.”

He then made the prediction to Mary: “and a sword will pierce your own soul too.”  
The earliest events in Jesus’ life give a menacing preview of the unlikely struggle that had begun: when Herod the Great, who was the sitting King of the Jews, heard the prophecy of a new king to be born, he ordered that all children in and around Bethlehem who were 2 years old or under be killed.  Warned in a dream, Joseph and Mary escaped to Egypt with the baby Jesus.  And so Jesus the Christ entered the world amid strife and terror, and spent his infancy hidden in Egypt as a refugee.  Of course, today we know that our earliest childhood experiences are most formative, and we can only speculate the effect these early events had on Jesus’ life.
Yancey states that:

the facts of Christmas, rhymed in carols, recited by children in church plays, illustrated on cards, have become so familiar that it’s easy to miss the message behind the facts.
He asks: “If Jesus came to reveal God to us, then what do we learn about God from that first Christmas?”
The word associations that come to mind are surprising; they seem hardly appropriate to apply to God: humble, approachable, underdog, courageous.

Before Jesus, being humble would not have been used as a compliment by pagan authors.  Yet the events of Christmas point inescapably to what seems like an oxymoron: a humble God.  The prophet Isaiah declared that at the coming of the Messiah: “the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together.”  And yet, when the Messiah showed up he didn’t have the kind of earthly glory of wealth and opulence so evident during the reign of Solomon.  Instead, he wore a very different kind of glory - the glory of humility:  born in a stable with the invited guests to his birthday party, shepherds who were illiterate hirelings with bad reputations.
In most religious traditions, fear is the primary emotion when one approaches God.  We certainly see that early in the Hebrew story when Moses met God with the Hebrew people on the mountainside.  They told Moses to meet alone with God and then tell them what he said.  Out of fear, they didn’t want any part of it.  Yet God made a surprise appearance as a baby in a manger.  What can be less scary than a newborn with his limbs wrapped tight against his body?  In Jesus, God found a way of relating to human beings that didn’t involve fear.  He became approachable.

Yancey states he winces at the use of the word underdog, that it’s a crude word, probably derived from dogfights and applied over time to predictable losers and victims of injustice.  Yet when we read the birth story of Jesus, we can only conclude that while the world is tilted toward the rich and powerful, God I tilted toward the underdog.  At her cousin Elizabeth’s house in her hymn we call the Magnificat, Mary states: “He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty.”  Think again about the unwed mother, homeless, forced to look for shelter while traveling to meet the heavy taxation demands of a repressive government.  In recent times a similar situation could be found in Bosnia, Rwanda, and Somalia.  And Mary’s son became a refugee in Africa, the continent where most refugees can still be found.  Jesus’ story certainly begins squarely amidst the victims of injustice.

Finally, Yancey states that:

It took courage for God to lay aside power and glory and to take a place among human beings who would greet him with a mixture of haughtiness, skepticism, and scorn.

His neighbors asked, “Isn’t his mother’s name Mary and his brothers, James and Joseph?”  Other countrymen scoffed, “Nazareth!  Can anything good come from there?”  His own family tried to put him away, believing he was out of his mind.  It took courage for God to risk descent to a planet known for its clumsy violence, among a race known for rejecting its prophets.

So how do you think about Jesus?  Do you picture him to be humble, approachable, courageous, champion of the underdog?  If so, what difference does that make in your life?  Are those qualities growing with you, as you grow in relationship with him?  Are you continually challenged and surprised by new discoveries of just who Jesus is?  I hope you’ll join us over the next 6 weeks as we strive to do just that.

This morning we once again have the opportunity to commune with our Lord in the Sacrament of Holy Communion.  You are invited to come forward to joyfully share in the body and blood of our Lord, to partake of his sacrifice for you, as you grow in him and grow in his qualities of humbleness, approachability, courageousness, and being champion of the downtrodden.  
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